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Chapter 1 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 
1.1 Study description 
This work arises from the opportunity I had of teaching Italian to English 
speaking students of Cardiff University, as a foreign language tutor. During my 
stay in Cardiff as an Erasmus student, I undertook the module “Pedagogy of 
Modern Foreign Languages”, which provided me the chance of planning and 
tutoring Italian extra-conversations to students with different language levels, 
whilst receiving practical and theoretical pedagogical training in lectures and 
benefiting from further class observation in different contexts. 
Listening, observing and reflecting on learners’ behaviours and Italian oral 
production made me curious to investigate how language systems interact during 
the process of language acquisition. When talking Italian, in fact, the speakers’ 
different linguistic backgrounds were inferable from many factors, even in 
students with high proficiency levels. The capacity to identify the nature of the 
speakers’ mother tongue, together with other languages known by the learners, is 
the ability to recognise what linguists define ‘cross-linguistic influence’, which is 
also known as ‘language transfer’.   
 
The significance of cross-linguistic influence has long been a controversial 
topic. Language transfer has been a central issue in applied linguistics, second 
language acquisition (SLA)
1
 and language teaching for at least a century. Only in 
the last few decades its importance in SLA has been reassessed, together with a 
new focus of interest, in the study of interlanguage transfer in multilingual 
situations (Odlin 1989:6).  
The main purpose of this study is to offer evidence of cross-linguistic influence 
in Cardiff University English speakers’ oral production.  
                                                          
1
 SLA:  stands for ‘second language acquisition’. In general, SLA refers to the process of learning 
another language after the native language has been learned (Gass, Selinker 2001:5).  
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In order to do that, firstly, I will document the historical development of the 
concept of language transfer, surveying a body of literature and theories to which 
it has been associated; emphasising new findings and discussion developed also in 
the field of multilingualism. Furthermore, I will offer discussion survey of the 
dominant language-teaching methods developed throughout the years, even if 
today, still relatively little is known about the best ways to make use of transfer 
research in the classroom (Odlin 1989:6). Secondly, I will identify and describe 
the way in which the first language, as well as other languages known by the 
participants, manifest themselves at the level of syntax and lexis in the learners’ 
oral production. 
 
The focus of this chapter is to introduce and define the nature of the research I 
conducted throughout the six chapters which constitute this work. 
 
The second chapter offers a historical review of the main theories on transfer 
starting from the work of American linguists in the 1940s and 1950s. Because the 
theories by Robert Lado and his contrastive analysis prompted much of the 
growth of research into second language acquisition, his view will receive 
considerable attention. But while in the 1950s transfer was deemed the most 
important factor to consider in theories of SLA as well as in approaches to second 
language teaching, in the 1960s and 1970s, its importance waned. Nativist 
approaches to language, that is Chomskyan universal grammar, together with the 
advent of error analysis, showed not only the similarity of some errors made by 
learners of many different backgrounds, but also the similarity of some errors in 
both first and second language acquisition. This led many researchers to wonder 
how different the two processes really were, so that learners’ errors started to be 
conceived not as evidence of language transfer but rather of creative construction 
processes. Some scholars even virtually denied the existence of language transfer 
in their enthusiasm for universalist explanations (Odlin 1989:1-19). The period 
from the late sixties up to the end of the seventies provided a rich source of 
descriptive information about the nature of the L2
2
 learner language and the 
process of naturalistic acquisition, which has become known as ‘interlanguage’ 
(Ellis 1990:33). 
  
                                                          
2
 L2: stands for the second language learned after learning the L1.  
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The aim of the third chapter is to report on various studies into L2 acquisition 
that were carried out from the eighties until today and the theories with which this 
research was associated: transfer hypothesis, universal grammar approach and 
interlanguage theory. Second language research of the seventies and early eighties 
directed its attention to uncovering whether, under what conditions and in what 
way prior linguistic experience would influence the acquisition route. In the late 
eighties, researchers were also fascinated by the processes underlying second 
language learning and its relations with the mother tongue (MT)
3
.  
The concept of language transfer has emerged as an area of study central to the 
entire discipline of SLA, though the term transfer has been defined by various 
authors and a wide variety of studies conducted on the subject matter. In the past 
its significance has been exalted as well as denied. In recent years, however, “a 
more balanced perspective has emerged, in which the role of transfer is 
acknowledged and in which transfer is seen to interact with a host of other factors 
in ways not yet fully understood” (Odlin 1989:9).  
 
The fourth chapter addresses a new area of research that has received relatively 
little attention: the acquisition of a foreign language beyond the second language. 
The question of language transfer is here examined from a new perspective, 
namely that of multiple language acquisition or third language acquisition as it is 
commonly referred to. Firstly, attention will be focused on the multi-competence 
model by Cook (1992), and secondly, on the main recent studies in the field. This 
chapter also considers the main pedagogical concerns related to research on cross-
linguistic influence. 
 
The fifth chapter refers to the analysis of the data I collected. Assuming that, as 
has been established by several authors and research studies discussed throughout 
this work, cross-linguistic influence does occur in the language acquisition 
process, I will investigate how and to what extent both native and non-native 
languages influence the oral performance of participants. For that purpose, I will 
conduct a syntactic and lexical analysis of the participants’ outcome focusing on 
examples of transfer errors resulting from the activation and interaction of 
                                                          
3
 MT: stands for mother tongue, the first language that a child learns. It is also known as the first 
language (L1) and the native language (NL). In this study I will use all the aforementioned 
abbreviations: MT, L1 and NL. 
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different languages. All the examples and comments made by the students are 
unedited and presented in their original form. The findings and results of the 
analysis are discussed in the last section of this chapter. 
 
In the final chapter I will draw some general conclusions concerning both the 
theoretical framework discussed in the first three chapters and the findings of my 
study. Furthermore, I will present some final comments about the pedagogical 
implications of studying the phenomenon of cross-linguistic influence and some 
suggestions for further research. 
 
The appendix presents the learning portfolio I produced as a part of the module 
“Pedagogy of Modern Foreign Languages”. It contains a self-reflective analysis 
about my experience as an Italian teacher together with five samples of lesson 
plans my Italian colleagues and I created. 
 
1.2 Data collection, participants and research hypotheses 
The data analysed in my study are ten audio-recorded and subsequently 
transcribed extra-conversation classes with English speaking students learning 
Italian as a second or third language. The participants were notified of the 
recording so as to be sure of their willingness to participate in my research. Ten, 
one hour long recordings were collected over a period of two months, between 
November and December 2014, in a small group teaching environment, the 
cafeteria of Cardiff University. 
 
The two groups of participants I worked with consisted of nine fourth year 
students, Imagine, Peppa, Georgina, Dalila, Megan, Michela, Zoe, Tom and Sean, 
and five second year students, Eddie, Anais, Rosemary, Georgia and Rachel.  
I would like to underline that having the opportunity to work both with second 
and final year students gave me a chance to interact with subjects of different 
levels of language knowledge. All of the final year students spent at least three 
months in Italy, as in the case of Sean and Imagine, up to a maximum of one year, 
as in the case of Peppa and Georgina. In the final year group, there were also two 
students with Italian origins, Dalila and Michela. For all these reasons all final 
year students had an advanced level of competence in the language. On the other 
hand, second year students received only school instruction in Italian in a non-
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native context, so the gap between the two groups was considerable, not only at a 
grammatical and lexical level, but also in terms of fluency and self-confidence. As 
a consequence, while the final year students proved to be enthusiastic and 
passionate speakers, the second years students turned out to be more shy and 
reluctant to talk.  
Another aspect which needs to be considered for the purpose of this study is 
the multilingual factor, thus the fact that some of the participants were trilingual 
users. Michela, Zoe, Eddie and Georgia studied Spanish as a second language, 
whilst Sean studied French. Furthermore, Anais was a native speaker of French, 
studying English and Italian as her second and third language. 
The non-homogenous character of bilingual/trilingual students, together with 
the fact that their attendance was inconstant and some showed up only once, made 
it impossible to determine the exact level of interference from a non native 
language compared with the level of interference from the mother tongue on the 
target language. For this reason, in the analysis, attention was paid to how and 
where cross-linguistic influence arose rather than to the quantity of occurrences 
from the L1 or the L2 on the target language. 
 
The major assumption of this study is that cross-linguistic influence is an 
extremely important factor in the acquisition of a foreign language, and it can 
entail facilitative effects as well as impediments in the acquisition route. In more 
detail, the mother tongue as well as all the other languages known by the students 
are believed to have a great impact on their language choices.  
Consequently, it is assumed that many examples of transfer will be found in the 
learners’ final outcome; in some instances consciously employed as compensatory 
strategies to accomplish communicational goals; in other instances, unconsciously 
activated in their interlanguage because of the formal similarity of the languages 
involved. 
Furthermore, the control of oral production is expected to be better in learners 
who have had good opportunities to practice their oral target language skills in 
natural situations. At the same time, I expect a high level of transfer procedures 
across related languages, such as Spanish and Italian.   
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Chapter 2 
 
 
Language transfer and second language acquisition 
theories: a historical overview 
 
 
Among the large number of unsolved problems in applied linguistics the role of 
the mother tongue in second language acquisition occupies a central place 
(Ringbom 1987:1). This subfield of SLA has come to be known as ‘language 
transfer’, the term most frequently used to indicate the learner’s reliance on L1 
(Ringbom 1987:1; Gass, Selinker 2001:65). During the last decades, 
investigations of this phenomenon have been proliferating all over the world and 
much of its history has been related to the varying theoretical perspectives of SLA 
(Ringbom 1987:1; Gass, Selinker 2001:65).  
 
In this chapter I will provide a historical review of the main theories on 
transfer, showing how its acceptance and/or rejection is related to the acceptance 
or rejection of the specific theories with which it has been associated (Ringbom 
1987:65). Furthermore, I will look at the dominant language teaching methods 
developed within the behaviourist, nativist, and naturalistic approach to account 
for SLA. Some of them emphasise the essential role of environment in shaping 
language learning, others give primary importance to the learner’s innate 
characteristics (Lightbown, Spada 1993:19). 
 
 
2.1 Behaviourist learning theory and transfer hypothesis 
It has always been assumed that in a second language learning situation, 
learners relay extensively on their native language (Gass, Selinker 2001:65)
4
. 
When the concept of transfer started to be discussed in the 1930s or 1940s, it was 
primarily undertaken within the framework of behaviourist psychology in order to 
show the effects of previous learning on new learning tasks (Ringbom 1987:1). 
                                                          
4
 Krashen’s distinction between ‘learning’ and acquisition’ will be discussed in 3.3.1. 
Nevertheless, the two terms will be used interchangeably throughout this work. 
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Behaviourist psychologists first defined ‘transfer’ technically, using it to refer to 
an “automatic, uncontrolled and subconscious use of past learner behavior in the 
attempt to produce new responses” (Arabski 2006:12). The term ‘interference’ 
originates from the Prague school, but appeared rarely in linguistic studies before 
the 1950s as L2 learning was not often in the researchers’ focus (Ringbom, 
1987:46). On the whole, the mother tongue was, implicitly or explicitly, regarded 
merely as an obstacle and even linguists had little to say about transfer or related 
topics (Ringbom 1987:46).  
Audiolingualism came to light as the application of behaviourist principles to 
foreign language teaching-methodology.  
 
2.1.1 Contrastive analysis 
In the 1950s the American linguist Robert Lado gave impulse to a renewed 
interest in the role of the mother tongue in SLA. In his influential book 
“Linguistics Across Cultures” (1957), he stated the importance of transfer clearly: 
 
Individuals tend to transfer the forms and meaning of their native language and culture to 
the foreign language and culture – both productively when attempting to speak the 
language and to act in the culture, and receptively when attempting to grasp and 
understand the language and the culture as predicted by natives (Lado, 1957:2). 
 
This quotation was the source of hundreds of empirical studies in contrastive 
analysis, a branch of applied linguistics which was linked to pedagogical 
requirements  (Gass, Selinker 1993:1).  
Lado’s work together with much of the studies of that time were in fact based 
on the need to produce pedagogically relevant materials, thus contrastive analysis 
originated with the aim of solving practical problems in language teaching 
(Ringbom, 1987:47; Gass, Selinker 2001:65). Fries formulated the need for 
contrastive analysis through observations such as: “the most effective materials 
are those that are based upon a scientific description of the language to be learned, 
carefully compared with a parallel description of the native language of the 
learner” (Fries 1945:9). In 1954, Harris proposed a translation-type model, also 
known as ‘transfer grammar’, so that, early on, contrastive analysis was 
considered as an important preliminary step in understanding the range of transfer 
from one linguistic system to another (Gass, Selinker 1993:1-3).  
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According to the contrastive analysis hypothesis, it was natural to assume that 
analysis of the L1 and L2 might give a better perspective on the phenomenon of 
L2 learning and L2 teaching than analysis of only one language (Ringbom 
1987:47). A systematic comparison of L1 and L2 was considered necessary to 
determine and predict potential errors for the ultimate purpose of isolating what 
needs to be learned and what does not need to be learned in a second language 
learning situation (Gass, Selinker 2001:72). This new discipline resulted to be a 
fertile field of research in many areas, and English has been compared and 
contrasted with several other languages at many different levels (Ringbom 
1987:47).  
As far as the original contrastive analysis is concerned, Lado advanced a 
potentially rigorous contrastive model, addressed primarily to trained teachers of 
foreign languages (Gass, Selinker 1993:2). In his pioneering effort “Linguistics 
Across Cultures” (1957), he proposed a structure-by-structure comparison of the 
phonological, morphological, syntactic and even cultural systems of the L1 and 
L2 providing a wealth of examples of step-by-step procedures for comparing the 
two systems (Gass, Selinker 2001:72). The aim was to discover similarities and 
differences between the languages examined. Such similarities and differences 
were supposed to unable researchers to predict areas that would be either easy or 
difficult for learners (Gass, Selinker 2001:72). 
The pedagogical materials developed from contrastive analyses were based on 
a number of assumptions, first of all the notion of language as a ‘habit’ (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:71):  
 
According to behaviourists, all learning, weather verbal or non-verbal, takes place 
through the same underlying process, habit formation. Learners receive linguistic input 
from speakers in their environment, and positive reinforcement for their correct 
repetitions and imitations  (Lightbown, Spada 1993:23). 
 
In the aforementioned book Lado noted: 
 
The use of a grammatical structure by a speaker depends heavily on habit [...] the average 
speaker of a language has from early childhood reduced practically all the operations of 
his grammatical system to habit. His attention as he speaks is squarely on his stream of 
thought and on the reaction of his listeners, and only very slightly on some features of his 
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grammatical constructions. We simply do not realize the strength and the complexity on 
the habit system we have acquired through all the years of daily use of our native 
language (Lado 1957:58). 
 
SLA research has in large part been dependant on the research conducted in the 
field of child language acquisition (Gass, Selinker 2001:92). Since language 
development is described as the acquisition of a set of habits, it is assumed that a 
person learning a second language starts off with the habits associated with the 
first language (Lightbown, Spada 1993:23). As a result, according to Lado’ s 
belief, during the SLA process, the stimulus-response habits established in 
childhood interfere with the second language learner’ s establishment of a new set 
of habits. Since errors are seen as first language habits interfering with the 
acquisition of second language habits, the role of the native tongue took on great 
significance, as it was considered the major cause of lack of success in learning 
the L2 (Lightbown, Spada 1993:23; Gass, Selinker 2001:71-2).  
Furthermore, assuming that the learner tends to transfer the habits of his/her 
mother tongue to the foreign language, Lado identified the phenomenon of 
transfer as the major source of difficulty or ease in learning the structure of a 
second language, introducing the fundamental conception of similarities and 
differences as determiners of ease and difficulty:  
 
Those structures that are similar will be easy to learn because they will be transferred and 
may function satisfactorily in the foreign language. Those structures that are different will 
be difficult because when transferred they will not function satisfactorily in the foreign 
language and will therefore have to be changed (Lado 1957:59). 
 
Although the original term used in the classical literature on transfer did not 
implied a separation into two processes, positive transfer, also known as 
facilitation, and negative transfer, also known as interference, difficulty and ease 
in learning were ascribed respectively to differences and similarities between the 
two languages (Gass and Selinker 2001:67-73). Further investigations in the field 
of contrastive analysis came to state that the greater the differences between the 
L1 and the L2, the more errors would occur (Gass, Selinker 2001:72). 
 To sum up, what contrastive analysis proposed to focus on in learning a 
second language were the differences between the mother tongue and the target 
10 
 
language. Similarities could be safely ignored as no new learning was involved. 
What was dissimilar between two languages taken into account was what must be 
learned (Gass and Selinker 2001:73). 
Despite the facts that results obtained through a contrastive analysis are 
perfectly valid within the framework of transfer assumption, major difficulty 
arose from an attempt to interpret the contrastive analysis hypothesis itself in 
terms of learner behaviour (Gass, Selinker 1993:2). However, contrary to what 
many researchers believe, Lado long ago realised that: “the list of problems 
resulting from the comparison of the foreign language with the native language 
[…] must be considered a list of hypothetical problems until final validation is 
achieved by checking it against the actual speech of students” (Lado 1957:62). 
 
2.1.2 The emergence of audiolingual learning theory 
Audiolingualism was the dominant language-teaching method of the fifties and 
sixties and developed in America (Ellis 1990:19-21). In the first place it grew out 
of  the theoretical claims of the structuralist approach, developed by a number of 
American linguists, notably Fries (Ellis 1990:19). Subsequently, in the late fifties, 
it came to rely on the assumptions of language-teaching methodologist such as 
Lado, which drew extensively on behaviourist psychology as we have already 
seen (Ellis 1990:19-20). 
The basic assumption of the audiolingual approach was considering foreign 
language learning as the same as any other kind of learning and therefore 
understandable through the same laws and principles (Ellis 1990:21). According 
to the behaviourist psychologist Skinner there was no reason to assume that verbal 
behavior differs in any fundamental respect from non-verbal behavior (Skinner 
1957:10). 
All behaviourist theories were based on observable behaviours so that learning 
was interpreted as the result of changes in behaviour that were brought about by 
experience. It followed that learning could be affected by manipulating the 
environment to provide the required experience; in other words, learning was 
simply a matter of method (Ellis 1990:21-25). 
Supposing that all languages were verbal behaviors, the mechanism by which 
all language learning took place was the same. This is why language teaching 
methodologists were always at pain to point out the differences between L1 and 
L2 learning, even if they were well aware that foreign language learning posed 
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difficulties that the child learning an L1 did not face (Ellis 1990:22). Nevertheless, 
assuming that the two types of learning differed, comparison between L1 and L2 
learning were undertaken with two purposes in mind (Ellis 1990:22). The first one 
was to emphasise the relative ease of L1 learning in order to favour L2 learning as 
early as possible (Ellis 1990:22). The second purpose was to validate the 
assumption that, while L1 learning took place successfully in real life, SLA 
required optimal setting conditions to overcome the various problems learners 
could face (Ellis 1990:22). 
According to audiolingual learning theory then, L1 and L2 learning were both 
similar and different. The basis of assumed similarity arose from the core 
assumption that foreign language learning is a mechanical process of habit 
formation (Ellis 1990:22-27). According to Lado, the ‘law of effect’ stated that if 
an act was followed by a ‘satisfying state of affairs’, that is to say the learner’s 
correct response to the stimulus, the probability of its occurrence in a similar 
situation increased (Ellis 1990:23). Another principle was the ‘law of intensity’, 
according to which the more intensely a response was practiced, the better it was 
learnt and the longer it was remembered (Ellis 1990:23). The audiolingual 
emphasis on repetition, imitation and simple substitution on the part of the learner 
and a systematic reinforcement on the part of the teacher was intended to reflect 
these laws of learning (Ellis 1990:23). 
Another focal point of the audiolingual approach was the emphasis of inductive 
learning through pattern-practice. Since language learning proceeds by means of 
analogy rather than analysis, audiolingualism encouraged ‘habit formation’ 
instead of ‘problem solving’ (Ellis 1990:24). According to audiolingual 
methodologists, metalingual knowledge could not guarantee any ability to use a 
grammatical feature correctly. Indeed, it was a source of potential interference in 
the process of developing foreign language habits: “the learner who has been 
made to see only how language works has not learned any language; on the 
contrary he has learned something he will have to forget before he can make any 
progress in that area of language” (Brooks 1960:49). This is why the grammar-
translation method and its relative deductive learning through formal explanation 
of L2 rules was refused (Ellis 1990:24). Two uses of analysis were allowed, 
however. First, Brooks thought that giving an analytical explanation could help to 
clear the track with learners who were used to deductive teaching (Ellis 1990:24). 
Second, in Polizer’s opinion, rules could be provided as ‘summaries of 
12 
 
behaviour’: learners must undergo some kind of conscious realisation of what a 
pattern consisted of during pattern practice, and that could be consolidated by 
providing a grammatical explanation (Ellis 1990:24). On the other hand, analogy, 
which was the central process in forming habits, involved discrimination and 
generalisation. In the wake the of contrastive analysis hypothesis, the learner’s 
task was to identify the underlying structure of a pattern by perceiving its 
similarities and differences with other patterns (Ellis 1990:24). Also he or she was 
expected to reproduce a pattern in similar but not identical situations, using 
different vocabulary (Ellis 1990:24). 
In the end, the last and most important postulate was to evaluate errors as the 
result of L1 interference, and therefore something that must be avoided or directly 
corrected in case of occurrence (Ellis 1990:24).  
According to Lado’s conception of similarities and differences as determiners 
of ease and difficulty, methodologists agreed that, in case of similar patterns, the 
learning of the L2 would be facilitated, since all the learner had to do was to 
transfer L1 habits (Ellis 1990:24). However, when they were different, it was 
assumed that learning difficulties arose as a result of ‘proactive inhibition’, the 
inhibition of new habits by previous learning (Ellis 1990:24). When the learner’s 
L1 interfered with the acquisition of new L2 habits errors appeared, and those 
errors were directly traceable to L1 (Ellis 1990:24).  
In spite of recognising other sources of errors, such as random responses or 
overgeneralisation of a pattern resulting from incomplete learning, 
audiolingualism considered L1 interference by far the most serious (Ellis 
1990:25). As a consequence, the goal of language teaching was to develop the 
foreign language as a coordinate system in which the mother tongue accompanied 
and dominated attempted behaviour in the L2 (Ellis 1990:25). In order to do that, 
it was necessary to prevent learners from speaking their mother tongue in class 
and, more important, to prevent L1 interference from occurring. It is no 
coincidence then that the avoidance of errors was one of the central precepts of 
audiolingualism (Ellis 1990:25). Statements like the following by Brooks were 
common in the literature: “like sin, error is to be avoided and its influence 
overcome, but its presence to be expected” (Brooks 1960:58).  
The recommended method to deal with errors was immediate correction by the 
teacher followed by further opportunities to produce the correct response. 
13 
 
Students were not allowed to discover and correct their own mistakes (Ellis 
1990:25). 
 
2.1.3 The challenge to behaviourism and the collapse of audiolingualism 
In the 1960s, the behaviourist theory of language and language learning started 
to be challenged. The most important objection is related to the fact that language 
came to be seen in terms of structured rules instead of habits (Gass, Selinker 
2001:73). 
Learning was now seen not as imitation but as active rules formation and this 
became clear when researchers began to look at errors that learners made (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:73). Similar to data from child language acquisition, second 
language learner data reflected errors that went beyond those in the surrounding 
speech and, importantly, beyond those in the native language (Gass, Selinker 
2001:73-4). 
Researchers found that not only did errors occur that had not been predicted by 
the contrastive theory, but there was also evidence that predicted errors did not 
occur. That is, the theory did not accurately predict what was happening in non-
native speech (Gass, Selinker 2001:74). 
As the assumptions which supported the audiolingual learning theory reflected 
the confidence placed in behaviourist accounts of learning, challenges to the latter 
entailed the collapse of the former. Of course the audiolingual learning theory was 
not monolithic and Lado himself, one of the main proponents of audiolingualism, 
was cautious when claiming that his theory was “a proposed explanation whose 
status is partly conjectural” (Lado 1964:39). 
The most relevant factors contributing to the rejection of  the theory came from 
two directions. First, applied linguists such as Rivers (1964) and Carroll (1966) 
argued that the audiolingual habit theory was not in line with recent 
developments, underlying the key point that any approach to teaching which 
failed to recognise the learner’s contribution  was inadequate (Ellis 1990:26).  
The second and most important source of attack came from the paradigm shift 
in the psychology of language, succeeded by Chomsky’s (1959) invective against 
Skinner’s “Verbal Behaviour” (Ellis 1990:26). Chomsky challenged the very basis 
of behaviourism by arguing that language was not a set of habits but a set of 
abstract rules and that the language was not acquired by imitation and repetition 
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but was an innate inheritance influenced by minimal environmental exposure 
(Ellis 1990: 26).  
Apart from contradicting the assumption that all learning was the result of 
experience, Chomsky objected to the concept of ‘habit’ itself, claiming that 
language learning could not be reasonably treated as a process of mechanical 
habit-formation (Ellis 1990:26). He disputed that the concepts of ‘stimulus’ and 
‘response’ were tenuous, as we do not use language in response to clearly 
delineated behavioural stimuli. Also no behaviourist theory of learning could 
account for the speaker’s/hearer’s ability to understand and produce sentences 
which are not merely novel in terms of lexical choice but also in their underlying 
pattern (Ellis 1990:26-7). 
With this kind of arguments, the whole edifice of audiolingualism began to 
breakdown and particularly the belief that learning could be controlled from the 
outside was eroded  (Ellis 1990:27).  
The recognition of the inadequacies of behaviourist theory of language had 
important implications on SLA: since children were no longer considered 
imitators and were not influenced in a significant way by reinforcement while 
learning language, then, perhaps, second language learner were not either (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:73). 
 
 
2.2 Nativist theory: a cognitive perspective of language learning 
Nativist approaches to language claim that at least some aspects of language 
learning involve innateness (Gass, Selinker 2001:168). Towards the end of the 
sixties and the early seventies, interest in the nature of SLA began to gather steam, 
but such interest initially addressed how children acquired their mother tongue, so 
it applied merely to first language acquisition research (Ellis 1990:31).  
The impetus for this research area came from Chomskyan linguistics. This 
provided a radically different view of language from that of the structuralist 
school. Whereas the latter saw language in terms of surface patterns that make up 
speech and emphasised the differences between languages, Chomsky emphasised 
the abstract nature of the rules that constitute the individual speaker/hearer’s 
underlying competence and the universal nature of these rules (Ellis 1990:33).  
 As we already saw, behaviourist psychologists maintained that language was 
learnt as a set of habits in which particular stimuli were associated with particular 
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responses through reinforcement. This position was challenged by a generative 
theory of language which highlighted the abstract nature of linguistic knowledge 
(Ellis 1990:33-4). In his revolutionary book “Syntactic Structures” (1957), Noam 
Chomsky developed the idea of a transformational-generative grammar, a 
grammar that involves the use of defined operations, called transformations, to 
produce new sentences from existing ones (Chomsky 1957:13-26). The 
fundamental point of this assumption was the existence of universal principles 
which govern all languages: “we insist that the clear cases be handled properly for 
each languages all of which are constructed by the same method. That is, each 
grammar is related to the corpus of sentences in the language it describes in a way 
fixed in advance for all grammars by a given linguistic theory” (Chomsky 
1957:14). The differences in the way language was viewed were matched by 
corresponding differences in how language acquisition was thought to take place. 
In this respect, a number of naturalistic L2 acquisition studies emerged with the 
final goal of understanding the supposed innate universal principles which drive 
the language learning acquisition process (Gass, Selinker 2001:167). 
In closing, the essence of both neo-behaviourist and nativist theory was that 
learner played an active role in determining both what was learnt and when it was 
learnt (Ellis 1990:28). Learnability became a central issue and Chomsky’s 
universal grammar approach to SLA precisely began from that perspective (Ellis 
1990:28; Gass, Selinker 2001:168).  
  
2.2.1 Universal grammar 
Chomsky has consistently argued the impossibility of a child arriving at the 
rules of the target language grammar solely on the basis of primary linguistic data 
(Ellis 1990:34). The available input information which the child is provided is 
simply not enough to achieve competence in the target language; it is insufficient 
to enable him or her to discover its hidden rules (Ellis 1990:34). Chomsky 
claimed that the child’s goal is to gear an appropriate grammar is spite of 
imperfect input and this is possible only if the learner is provided with a language-
acquisition device consisting of innate knowledge of universal grammatical 
principles:  
 
As a precondition for language learning, he [the child] must possess, first, a linguistic 
theory that specifies the form of the grammar of a possible human language, and second, 
16 
 
a strategy for selecting a grammar of the appropriate form that is compatible whit the 
primary linguistic data (Chomsky 1965:25). 
 
Chomsky’s initial premise of specifying the nature of the aforementioned 
‘linguistic theory’ is still valid today as well as the search for an adequate 
universal grammar which makes the learning of a particular language possible 
(Ellis 1990:34). 
The assumption of innate universal language properties is motivated by the 
need to explain the uniformly successful and rapid acquisition of language by 
children given inadequate primary linguistic data (Gass, Selinker 2001:168-9). 
In universal grammar theory universal principles form part of the mental 
representation of language; it follows that properties of the human mind are what 
make language universals the way they are (Gass, Selinker 2001:169). As 
Chomsky stated: “the theory of a particular language is its grammar. The theories 
of languages and expressions they generate is Universal Grammar (UG); UG is a 
theory of the initial state S0 of the relevant component of the language faculty” 
(Chomsky 1997:167).  
In addition to parameters that vary across languages, the theory underlying 
universal grammar assumes that language consists of a set of abstract and 
invariable principles that characterise the core grammars of all natural languages 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:169). 
Universal grammar is postulated as an innate language facility that specifies 
the limits of variation of a possible language. As we have already seen, the main 
Chomskyan claim is that on the basis of language input alone children cannot 
attain the complexities of adult grammars; in other words, innate linguistic 
properties step in where input fails (Gass, Selinker 2001:170). 
In order to make the correct hypothesis among the full range of possible 
sentences, the learner must rely on a particular learning principle, the subset 
principle, which allows him or her to assume that, given a choice, the grammar 
allowing the more limited set of sentences is the correct one (Gass, Selinker 
2001:172). While this operation perfectly works for child language acquisition, 
when English is the first language being learned, in SLA, however, the native 
language complicates the picture (Gass, Selinker 2001:172). An English speaker 
learning Italian in fact would initially select the more restricted grammar, that is to 
say the English-type, either due to the mother tongue or the subset principle, and 
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the only way to modify the eventual incorrect hypothesis would be the evidence 
from the input alone, the full range of possible Italian sentences. However, if the 
subset principle does not inhibit the learner’s initial hypothesis, the only way of 
changing from an Italian type grammar, the upset, to the English one, the subset, 
is with explicit correction or instruction (Gass, Selinker 2001:172). 
Theoretically there are two kinds of evidence available to learners as they make 
hypotheses about correct and incorrect language forms: ‘positive evidence’ and 
‘negative evidence’ (Gass, Selinker 2001:173). The sentences of a language that 
provide the input to the learner are known as positive evidence. They come from 
the speech learners hear/read and thus are a limited set of well-formed sentences 
of the target language. It is on the basis of positive evidence that linguistic 
hypotheses can be made. Negative evidence, otherwise, consists of information to 
a learner that his or her sentence is deviant from the norms of the language being 
learned (Gass, Selinker 2001:173). Because positive evidence alone cannot 
delineate the range of possible and impossible sentences and because negative 
evidence is not frequently forthcoming, there must be innate principles that 
constrains a priori the possibilities of grammar formation (Gass, Selinker 
2001:173). 
To sum up, universal grammar is “the system of principles, conditions, and 
rules that are elements of properties of all human languages” (Chomsky 1981:7). 
Thus, the necessity of setting an innate language faculty is due to inadequate 
input, in terms of quantity and quality, to which a learner is exposed (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:174). 
The assumption that universal grammar is the guiding force of child language 
acquisition has long been maintained by many, but only recently it has been 
applied to second language acquisition (Gass, Selinker 2001:169).  
 
2.2.2 Cognitive theory and its application 
Applied linguists responded rapidly both to Chomsky’s view of language and 
to L1 acquisition research. The teaching manuals that appeared at the end of 
sixties reflected the rejection of audiolingual theory and argued for a teaching 
approach that gave recognition to the learner and the abstract nature of linguistic 
competence (Ellis 1990:35). 
“Cognitive psychologists tend to see second language acquisition as the 
building up of knowledge systems that can eventually be called on automatically 
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for speaking and understanding” (Lightbown, Spada 1993:25). In other words, 
learners firstly have to pay attention to any aspect of the target language and then, 
through experience and practice, they become able to use certain parts of their 
knowledge so quickly that they gradually become automatic (Lightbown, Spada 
1993:25).     
Drawing on different aspects of Chomsky’s ‘cognitivism’, the practical 
response to the audiolingual learning method were the ‘cognitive anti-method’ 
and the ‘cognitive code method’. While the former had little impact on classroom 
language learning, the latter, even if also peripheral, was incorporated into 
subsequent theories derived from L2 acquisition research (Ellis 1990:35). 
The theory which supported the cognitive anti-method led to the first 
assumption that second-language learning is controlled by the learner rather than 
the teacher. The learner was conceived as a problem-solver who could contribute 
hugely and actively to the selection and organisation of the input (Ellis 1990:35-
6). 
Chomsky’s belief that children make use of a biologically endowed language-
acquisition device for acquiring language was widely accepted. According to the 
main proponents of this method, human beings possess an innate capacity for 
learning their first language and hence there was great evidence to suppose that L2 
learning could proceed in much the same way, as long as the teacher avoided 
interfering (Ellis 1990:36). Newmark and Reibel (1968) saw the adult as a 
potentially magnificent language learner, crediting him/her with continuous 
access to the child-language acquisition device (Ellis 1990:36). 
The cognitive anti-method shared only one assumption with audiolingual 
learning theory, that is to say the belief that linguistic analysis was not necessary. 
As L1 acquisition took place successfully without paying any attention to the 
grammatical form of utterances, this was neither a necessary condition nor a 
sufficient one for an adequate L2 learning (Ellis 1990:36). 
The most radical divergence with audiolingual learning theory was Newmark’s 
(1966) claim that classroom language learning is not an addictive process, as the 
learner did not acquire linguistic features incrementally but rather learnt ‘whole 
chunks’ at a go (Ellis 1990:37). 
Empirical studies on L1 acquisition showed that many of the utterances 
produced by children were unique and highly systematic, reflecting the existence 
of underlying rules. This led researchers such as McNeill (1966) to suppose that 
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the child derived utterances from an internally consistent grammar constructed 
during the process of acquisition. When the child produced deviant utterances 
he/she was simply testing out hypotheses about the rule system of the language 
(Ellis 1990:37). These findings were decisive in providing evidence against 
behaviourist claims that language learning involved imitation of parental speech 
and, most importantly, they led to a re-evaluation of the role of error in L2 
learning. Errors started in fact to be considered a concomitant of the learning 
process, and therefore inevitable (Ellis 1990:36-37). 
Even if the cognitive anti-method rested on the general belief that the innate 
language-learning capability of the student was sufficient in the SLA process, the 
latter assumption emphasised the importance of controlling the course of L2 
development by manipulating the linguistic environment (Ellis 1990:37).  
As regards the role of transfer from the mother tongue to the target language, 
methodologists as Newmark (1966) accepted the idea that native language 
interference did take place. However, Newmark did not consider it a significant 
factor in classroom language learning. The ‘problem of interference’ was basically 
viewed as a ‘problem of ignorance’, hence the cure for it was simply the cure for 
ignorance: learning. As a result, the solution proposed by the linguist was wider 
and better training in the foreign language. (Ellis 1990:37). 
Moreover, claiming that interference was more likely to occur if the learner’s 
attention was drawn to the contrast between his or her L1 and the L2, as was the 
case in both grammar-translation and audiolingualism, methodologists suggested 
that the conditions that produced interference should be minimised by reproducing 
the learning environment of L1 acquisition in the classroom (Ellis 1990:37). For 
that reason, the ignorance hypothesis was compatible with an innate acquisition 
device in L2 learning. 
From an opposite stance, the cognitive code method was far less radical. 
Described by Carroll (1966) as “a modified, up-to-date grammar-translation 
theory”, it was taken more seriously than the cognitive anti-method by the 
teaching profession (Ellis 1990:38).  It motivated a major comparative study but it 
departed from audiolingualism by assuming that perception and awareness of 
second language rules preceded the use of such rules (Ellis 1990:38). It was 
argued therefore that the presentation of grammatical rules should precede the 
provision of opportunities for practice. Whereas audiolingual learning theory 
emphasised inductive learning, the cognitive code learning theory placed 
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considerable attention on deductive learning, at least as a basis for practice (Ellis 
1990:38).  
Careful to emphasise that they were not advocating a return to the old 
grammar-translation method, cognitive code method supporters were certain that 
learners needed to understand what they were learning and that they ought to be 
allowed to make use of their cognitive skills to achieve comprehension of 
grammatical structure (Ellis 1990:38).  
The other major difference from audiolingualism laid in the recognition that 
language learners needed opportunities to use the language innovatively and 
creatively. One of the principal objections to audiolingual learning was that 
language use was innovative and stimulus-free (Ellis 1990:38). As Chomsky 
stated: “ordinary linguistic behavior characteristically involves innovation, 
formation of new sentences and new patterns in accordance with rules of great 
abstractness and intricacy” (Chomsky 1966:153). Language learning, therefore, 
could not be accounted for in terms of memorisation of a fixed set of patterns 
(Ellis 1990:39).  
The rejection of stimulus-response association as the basis of language learning 
led to a reconsideration of the role of practice. Jakobovits (1968) supported the 
idea that new grammatical forms were nor acquired through imitation: the starting 
point was ‘concept attainment’, which resulted from verbalising grammatical 
relations. Practice was useful, however, once a grammatical concept had been 
acquired (Ellis 1990:39). 
To conclude, the emphasis on rule perception and conscious analysis set 
cognitive code learning theory off against both audiolingual learning theory and 
cognitive anti-method. Nevertheless, this theory was problematic in at least two 
main aspects. Equating an understanding of grammatical rules with competence 
and speaking with performance was a distortion of Chomsky’s position. In fact, 
what Chomsky made clear was that both understanding and speaking are aspects 
of performance since the same linguistic variables, such as memory and attention, 
affected both. Also competence was not explicit knowledge but rather the abstract 
knowledge that underlines the speaker/hearer’s use of language (Ellis 1990:39). 
Furthermore, cognitive code learning theory, as audiolingualism, continued to 
view L2 learning as an incremental process but offered no rational criteria for 
determining the order of presentation, for instance difficulty (Ellis 1990:39). 
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“The cognitive code learning theory represents an uneasy attempt to 
incorporate the new ideas provided by generative linguistics and L1 acquisition 
researchers. It maintained the view that classroom could be externally 
manipulated […] by presenting and practicing discrete linguistic features” (Ellis 
1990:40). But it did introduce the important idea that there were constraints 
related with the nature of language learning which had to be taken into account if 
instruction directed at specific items was to work (Ellis 1990:40). 
Neither the cognitive anti-method nor the cognitive code-method made much 
of an impact on language teaching. The former was probably too radical and the 
latter insufficiently distinct from audiolingualism (Ellis 1990:40). However, the 
methods are of historical interest because they reveal the initial attempts of 
applied linguistics to attend to the way language is acquired when they formulated 
pedagogic proposals. They reflect the attempt to obtain insights from an 
understanding of how L1 acquisition took place (Ellis 1990:40). Newmark and 
Reibel accepted the equation of L1 and L2 acquisition with confidence. 
Jakobovits (1968), however, voiced the kind of doubt that most applied linguists 
had at the time maintaining that the fasted method of acquiring a second language 
is not necessarily the one that replicates the conditions existing under ‘natural’ 
language acquisition (Ellis 1990:40). 
 
2.2.3 L2=L1 hypothesis 
Historically, the questions about the role of the mother tongue in SLA were 
obscured for a decade by the important research trend linking first and second 
language acquisition, as previously shown. This trend was best exemplified by the 
work by Dulay and Burt (1974), whose papers have been influential in the field of 
SLA, especially concerning language transfer (Gass, Selinker 1993:6). 
These researchers set up an alternative approach to contrastive analysis known 
as L2=L1 hypothesis. They proposed an alternative explanation according to 
which, within a contrastive analysis framework, not only native language effects 
but also other factors, not linked to native language influence, would play a role. 
In so doing they proposed a cognitively based theory of SLA, developmental in 
nature (Gass, Selinker 1993:6). In Dulay and Burt’s view, second language 
learning was a process of hypothesis tasting in which learners create bodies of 
knowledge from the second language data that are available to them (Gass, 
Selinker 1993:6). 
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At the same time, Dulay and Burt were greatly influenced by first language 
studies and attempted to make an analogy between the processes of first language 
acquisition and those of second language acquisition. To show that the L2=L1 
hypothesis was accurate, it was necessary to first demonstrate that language 
transfer was not a significant factor: in their studies they assigned less than 5% of 
errors in their corpus to the category of interference errors (Ringbom 1987:48; 
Gass, Selinker 1993:6). Nevertheless, many applied linguists were doubtful 
whether L1 and L2 learning involved similar processes because they remained 
convinced that language transfer was a major factor in L2 learning, even if  it was 
not yet clear how transfer could be reconciled with the idea of an innate capacity 
for learning languages (Ellis 1990:43). Dulay and Burt’s studies have been 
criticised frequently for their neglect of transfer as an important variable in L2 
learning (Ringbom 1987:48). 
To sum up, in the sixties, L1 transfer provided powerful reasons for believing 
that the process of L2 acquisition must be different from that of L1 acquisition, 
even if, as we have seen, there were those who began to argue otherwise, such as 
the aforementioned Dulay and Burt and Newmark, the proponent of the ignorance 
hypothesis (Ellis 1990:44). 
The uncertainty of L2=L1 hypothesis arose a number of questions concerning 
the learner’s role in the SLA process and the availability of the child’s language 
acquisition device during the L2 acquisition, that will be discussed in 3.2. 
 
 
2.3 Naturalistic second language acquisition research 
Before starting to describe error analysis as a specific type of enquiry 
conducted in the naturalistic framework of SLA and the methodological problems 
related to it, we need to take a step back and observe how this research initially 
manifested itself as a ‘weak version’ of the contrastive analysis hypothesis. 
There were two positions that developed with regard to the contrastive analysis 
hypothesis framework, known as the strong and the weak view respectively. On 
the one hand, the strong view maintained that one could make predictions about 
learning and hence about the success of language-teaching materials based on 
comparison between two languages (Gass, Selinker 2001:73). On the other, the 
weak version began to examine the errors which L2 learners produced, collecting 
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corpora of learner language, identifying the recurring errors and then seeking to 
describe and explain them (Ellis 1990:31; Gass, Selinker 2001:73). 
The weak version, which came to be part of error analysis, gained credence 
largely due to the failure of predictive contrastive analysis, generally regarded as 
wholly unrealistic and impracticable (Ringbom 1987:47; Gass, Selinker 2001:73).  
The phenomenon of acquisition of a second language was far too complex to 
be reduced to a single explanation, that is to say the influence of the mother 
tongue. As a matter of fact, similar to data from child language acquisition, 
second language learner data reflected errors that could not be predictable on the 
basis of the contrastive analysis hypothesis. What is more, it was observed that 
adult beginners use simple structures in the language just as children do. 
Researchers also spotted a great number of similarities among these simple 
structures across learners from a variety of different backgrounds (Lightbown, 
Spada 1993:23). Error analysis was therefore motivated originally by the need to 
determine to what extent L2 learning was different from L1 learning (Ellis 
1990:33). 
 
2.3.1 Error analysis 
“As the name suggests, error analysis is a type of linguistic analysis that 
focuses on the errors learners make. Unlike contrastive analysis […], the 
comparison made is between the errors a learner makes in producing the target 
language and the target language form itself” (Gass, Selinker 2001:79). 
 So it appears that error analysis is similar to the weak version of contrastive 
analysis in that both start from learner production data. However, the fundamental 
difference is that, while in contrastive analysis the comparison is made with the 
mother tongue, in error analysis it is made with the target language (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:79). 
A number of earlier studies of errors in L2 learner-language consisted of lists 
of typical errors made by learners of different language backgrounds, whereas in 
the late sixties and seventies error analysis was addressed to different purposes 
(Ellis 1990:45). First of all, the need to investigate the contrastive analysis 
hypothesis: if it could be shown that many L2 errors were not traceable to the L1 
this would provide strong evidence against the contrastive analysis hypothesis and 
the subsequent audiolingual learning theory (Ellis 1990:45). Furthermore, if it 
could be shown that many errors were developmental, i.e. they reflected the stage 
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of development of the learner, this would constitute evidence that the process of 
L2 and L1 acquisition were similar (Ellis 1990:45). 
Even though the main emphasis in second language studies during the 1950s 
and 1960s was on pedagogical issues, a shift in interest began to emerge. The 
most significant advance in the conceptualisation of the role of errors in SLA 
emerged with the publication of an article by Pit Corder (1967) entitled “The 
Significance of Learner’s Errors” (Ellis 1990:37; Gass, Selinker 2001:78). Unlike 
the typical view held at the time by teachers, in Corder’s view, errors are not just 
to be seen as something to be abolished, but rather can be decisive in and of 
themselves (Gass, Selinker 2001:78). In this new and revolutionary perspective, 
errors are intended as red flags, that is to say, they provide evidence of a system 
that reflects the state of learner’s knowledge of the L2. As opposed to the 
behaviourist belief, errors cannot be anymore conceived as a matter of defective 
imitation. Rather, they are indicators of a learner’s attempt to impose regularity on 
the language he or she is exposed to, that is, they are cues of an underlying rule-
governed system (Gass, Selinker 2001:78).  
Findings in child language acquisition research supported these assumptions, 
by providing evidence that children pass through a series of stages en route to 
adult competence (Ellis 1990:36). This progression was viewable in the gradual 
length of utterances in children’s speech and also in the order of acquisition of 
grammatical feature such as progressive and copula. Children’s utterances grew 
increasingly longer as they acquired first one grammatical features, then another 
and so on. Evidence was also forthcoming that the child revised grammatical rules 
as acquisition came about (Ellis 1990:36).  
Such findings, together with the re-evaluation of the role of errors, led to the 
emergence of error analysis as a field of interest not only for its pedagogical 
implications but also for the psycholinguistic improvements it could generate in 
second language acquisition studies (Gass, Selinker 2001:78). 
Apart from discussing the importance of errors learners make in course of their 
L2 learning, in the same article, Corder pointed out the fundamental distinction 
between ‘errors’ and ‘mistakes’ (Gass, Selinker 2001:78). While mistakes are 
generally one-time only events resulting from a failure to use a known system 
correctly, errors are systematic. Thus, while the speaker who makes a mistake is 
able to recognise it and correct it if necessary, an error is likely to occur 
repeatedly and is not recognised by the learner as such  (Gass, Selinker 2001:78). 
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This means that they are errors only from a teacher’s and a researcher’s 
perspective, whereas the learner has incorporated that particular erroneous form 
into his/her system (Gass, Selinker 2001:78). 
Corder claimed that errors were significant in three different ways: first of all, 
they indicated how far the learner had progressed towards the final goal; secondly, 
errors concerned the researcher, as they provided evidence of how the language is 
learned; lastly, they were employed by the learner to make hypotheses (Ellis 
1990:45). Bearing this in mind, obviously “the errors analysis movement never 
lost sight of the classroom” (Ellis 1990:45). A great deal of material was carried 
out within that setting and the aim was clearly one of pedagogical remediation 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:79). 
Error analysis work came along through a number of steps which involved: 
data collection, errors identification, classification and quantification, analysis of 
source and remediation (Gass, Selinker 2001:79). 
This kind of study provided a broader range of possible explanations than 
contrastive analysis, as the latter only attributed errors to the native language 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:79). In comparison there are two main error types within an 
error analysis framework: interlingual and intralingual (Gass, Selinker 2001:79). 
The former can be attributed to the mother tongue, thus are the result of L1 
transfer, whereas the latter are independent from the native language and are due 
to the language being learned, caused by the structures of the L2 itself (Ellis 
1990:46; Gass, Selinker 2001:79-80). 
The results of error analysis studies were important because they provided 
empirical support for some of the theoretically derived claims: the majority of 
learner errors were intralingual rather than interlingual (Ellis 1990:46). Studies of 
errors showed that the learner him/herself made a substantial cognitive 
contribution to the learning process, just like the child in L1 acquisition (Ellis 
1990:46). 
 
2.3.2 The limitations of error analysis 
One obvious criticism of error analysis is its total reliance on errors to the 
exclusion of other information, thus a one-sided and incomplete approach to 
learner language (Ringbom 1987:69; Gass, Selinker 2001:80). This observation is 
true also in relation to L1 influence: description and analysis of errors entails the 
risk of giving a distorted picture of the role of transfer. L1 transfer “does nor 
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manifest itself exclusively, probably, not even primarily in errors. Not all errors in 
learner language are due to transfer, and not all instances of transfer lead to 
errors” (Ringbom 1987:69). 
One of the presupposition of error analysis is that the making of errors 
indicates learning difficulty. It is assumed that where a learner makes errors 
he/she has difficulties in learning. The difficulty of a given item or structure no 
doubt correlates with its error frequency, but conventional analysis on its own 
normally reveals only part of what the learner is not able to do (Ringbom 
1987:69). In fact, the lower frequency of an error need not necessarily means that 
the point in question is less difficult. Schatcher (1974) and Kellerman (1977) 
focused on the phenomenon of learner’s avoidance of constructions not found in 
his/her L1, showing that errors analysis cannot on its own cope with the problem 
of avoidance (Ringbom 1987:70). 
Much of other criticism attacked error analysis for its exclusive concern with 
descriptions of the linguistic product without consideration of underlying 
processes. Errors were all too frequently divided into intralingual and interlingual 
categories, with no possibility given of interaction between the two. It has also 
been pointed out that much error analyses made insufficient or inaccurate use of 
error frequencies (Ringbom 1987:70). 
To conclude, error analysis of learner language provide researchers with 
material which may reveal more about the process of L2 learning than language 
which is working perfectly, but it is not sufficient on its own (Ringbom 1987:71). 
What Ringbom suggests for a better understanding of what is going on in the 
learner’s mind, is combining error analysis with other types of investigation, such 
as frequency counts, contrastive analysis, studies on inferencing procedures and 
reaction time tests (Ringbom 1987:71). 
 
2.3.3 Interlanguage theory 
The importance of interlanguage theory arises from the fact that it provided an 
explanation of how both children and adults acquired an L2 (Ellis 1990:52). It 
became known as the theory that motivated and fed off the empirical research on 
“the only observable data to which we [the researchers] can relate theoretical 
predictions: the utterances which are produced when the learner attempts to say 
sentences of a TL” (Selinker, 1972, in Richards 1974:34; Ellis 1990:).  
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The term ‘interlanguage’ was coined by Selinker who employed it to refer to “a 
separate linguistic system based on the observable output which results from a 
learner’s attempted production of a TL norm” (Selinker, 1972, in Richards 
1974:35). This is not identical to the hypothesised corresponding set of utterances 
that would have been produced by a native speaker of the TL had he attempted to 
express the same meaning as the learner (Selinker, 1972 in Richards 1974:35).  
Thanks to such a change in terminology, Selinker recognised the learner’s 
creativity at all intents and purposes, identifying five processes central to second 
language learning: language transfer, transfer of training, strategies of second 
language learning, strategies of second language communication and 
overgeneralisation of target language (Selinker, 1972, in Richards 1974:35). 
Since the aforesaid theory is a constantly evolving theory, which has changed 
considerably since its initial formulation, it is no easy task to produce an accurate 
account of it. Ellis (1990) resumes its main premises as follows: 
1. The learner constructs a system of abstract linguistic rules which 
underlies comprehension and production. Such system of rules is referred 
to as an ‘interlanguage’. The learner draws on these rules in much the 
same way as the native speaker draws on linguistic competence. They 
enable the learner to produce new sentences and are also responsible for 
the systematicity evident in the L2 learner language (Ellis 1990:51). 
2. The learner’s grammar is permeable. The grammar built up by the learner 
is incomplete and unstable. It is amenable to penetration by new linguistic 
forms and rules, which may be derived internally, for instance by means of 
transfer from the L1 or overgeneralisation of an interlanguage rule, or 
externally, for instance through exposure to target language input (Ellis 
1990:51). 
3. The learner’s competence is transitional. As a result of the permeability of 
an interlanguage system, learners rapidly revise it. During the process of 
acquisition of the target language, they pass through a number of stages. 
Each stage, in turn, constitutes an ‘interlanguage’, or in Corder’s (1967) 
terms a ‘transitional competence’. The series of stages together embrace 
the ‘interlanguage continuum’. Of course the stages are not apart but 
overlap because subject to constant revision (Ellis 1990:51). As reported 
by Corder (1978), interlanguage can be seen as a reconstructing or 
recreating a continuum. It is a reconstructing continuum in the sense that 
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the starting point of L2 acquisition is the L1; the learner gradually 
substitutes target language for mother tongue rules. On the other hand, 
according to the recreating continuum perspective, the learner starts from 
some basic simple grammar which is independent of the L1. Most 
interlanguage theorists adopt the latter view, although they do not 
eliminate the possibility of transfer (Ellis 1990:51). 
4. The learner’s competence is variable. At any one stage of development the 
language produced by learners will display systematic variability. This 
variability reflects the particular function correlations which comprehend 
the rules of the learner’s grammar at the stage of development. The 
learner’s competence must be viewed as heterogeneous rather than 
homogeneous (Ellis 1990:51). 
5. Interlanguage development reflects the operation of cognitive learning 
strategies. One type of explanation concerning the process by which 
interlanguages are constructed identifies a number of cognitive learning 
processes such as L1 transfer, overgeneralisation and simplification. In 
line with this view, the L2 learner does not necessarily use the same 
language acquisition device as the child does for L1. The similarity 
between L1 and L2 acquisition lies in the process of hypothesis-formation 
and testing. Hypothetical rules, formulated on the basis of learning 
strategies, are tested out in comprehension and production and changed if 
understanding is defective or if the produced utterances fail to 
communicate (Ellis 1990:52).  
According to an alternative account, the L2 learner is otherwise 
credited with a language acquisition device. According to this view, L2 
learning, like L1 learning, involves the learner discovering how the 
general principles that constitute any learner’s innate knowledge of 
language are accomplished in the target language (Ellis 1990:52). 
6. Interlanguage use can also reflect the operation of communication 
strategies. When learners are faced with having to communicate messages 
for which the necessary linguistic resources are not available, they opt for 
a variety of communication strategies. These enable them to compensate 
for their lack of knowledge. Typical communication strategies are 
paraphrase, code-switching and appeals-for-assistance (Ellis 1990:52). 
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7. Interlanguage systems may fossilise. Selinker used the term ‘fossilisation’ 
in order to refer to the tendency of many learners to stop developing their 
interlanguage grammar in the direction of the target language (Ellis 
1990:52). In Selinker’s words: “fossilisable linguistic phenomena are 
linguistic items, rules and subsystems which speakers of a particular NL 
will tend to keep in their IL
5
 relative to a particular TL, no matter what the 
age of the learner or the amount of explanation and instruction he receives 
in the TL” (Selinker, 1972 in Richards 1974:36). Instead of developing, 
learners reach a degree beyond which they do not progress. This may be 
because there is no communicative need for further development or it may 
be because full competence in an L2 is considered neurolinguistically 
impossible for most learners. Fossilisation is a unique feature of 
interlanguage systems (Ellis 1990:52).  
 
Together with the empirical research which it supported and was supported by, 
interlanguage theory led to a number of specific proposals that had a considerable 
impact on language pedagogy (Ellis 1990:52).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
5
 IL: stands for interlanguage. 
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Chapter 3 
 
 
The role of the mother tongue in second language 
acquisition 
 
 
As already seen in the previous chapter, the contrastive analysis hypothesis 
went from full acceptance to non acceptance until, as I am going to show in the 
present chapter, to full acceptance again. 
 At the origins of SLA research, it was assumed that the L2 learner transferred 
as much as possible from the L1, and that transfer was largely, if not solely, 
responsible for L2 production, errors analysis investigations supported that 
transfer was minimal, as argued in what follows: “interference, or native to target 
language transfer, plays such a small role in language learning performance” 
(Whitman and Jackson 1972:40); “direct interference from the mother tongue is 
not a useful assumption” (George 1972:45).  
Furthermore, the possibility that L2 learners would follow a universal route in 
acquiring the target language was encouraged by research in L1 acquisition which 
showed that children learning their mother tongue followed a highly predictable 
route in the acquisition of structures in both comprehension and production 
manners and a range of grammatical morphemes (Noor 1994:99-100). Dulay and 
Burt’s research (1974) claimed that production errors were more developmental 
than interference-related, thus arguing that the errors which appeared in SLA 
situations are similar to those produced in L1 acquisition (Noor 1994:99). Most of 
the studies in the field then attempted to show that transfer from L1 does not 
figure greatly in L2 production errors.  
Nevertheless, there are many theoretical difficulties with minimising the 
importance of transfer in SLA. One problem with many of these studies is, in fact, 
their focus on errors. While errors undoubtedly provide important evidence for the 
strength or weakness of particular L1 influences, they are far from being the only 
evidence (Noor 1994:100). Another problem lies in the assumption frequently 
made concerning language universals: namely, that if universal developmental 
sequences play a major role in acquisition, transfer cannot play much of a role 
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(Noor 1994:100). As a consequence, over time, contrary to conjectures of error 
analysis, many L2 investigations conducted in the 1980s showed persuasive 
evidence of the role of transfer in L2 production, even if with certain constrains 
on its occurrence (Noor 1994:101).  
 
The aim of this chapter is to report on various kinds of empirical studies into 
L2 acquisition that were carried out from the eighties until today and the theories 
with which these research was associated, i.e. transfer hypothesis, universal 
grammar approach and interlanguage theory. 
 
 
3.1 Revised perspectives on transfer 
Since the late 1970s, research on the role of the native language has taken a 
different view, advocating a non-behaviourist position, that is one that can 
interpret transfer as much a creative process as any other part of acquisition (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:118). As Corder claimed in his influential paper “A Role for the 
Mother Tongue” (1983): 
 
The current psychological framework for approaching the phenomenon of second 
language acquisition is firmly cognitive […] The process of acquisition is seen as one of 
creating a body of implicit knowledge upon which the utterances in the language are 
based. Acquiring a language is a creative process in which learners are interacting with 
their environment to produce an internalized representation of the regularities they 
discover in the linguistic data to which they are exposed. The internal representation is 
their interlanguage competence. So long as learners continue to learn, this internal 
representation is changing and developing (Corder,1983, in Gass, Selinker 1993:20). 
 
During the mid to late 1970s, cognitive approaches to SLA led linguists to be 
less interested in a wholesome acceptance or rejection of the role of the native 
language. Rather, the emphasis was on the determination of how and when 
learners used their mother tongue and on explanations for the phenomenon: that 
is, the view of transfer that began to predominate can be characterised as 
qualitative as opposed to quantitative (Gass, Selinker 2001:118-119). 
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Fundamental in this discussion is the broadening and reconceptualisation of 
language transfer and the concomitant examination of the terminology generally 
employed. 
 
3.1.1 A word other than transfer 
In his work, “A Role for the Mother Tongue” (1983), Pit Corder  reinvestigated 
the phenomenon of transfer, appropriately calling into question the term itself. He 
pointed out its past association with a behaviourist view of language and the 
difficulty in viewing the term without implications deriving from the particular 
psychological framework in which it developed (Gass, Selinker 1993:8-9). 
According to Corder, the change of perspective derived from the general shift in 
psychological orientation to language acquisition led to a revaluation of the 
importance of learners’ errors; therefore it was natural that an explanation of the 
phenomenon related to the errors derived from the mother tongue was of 
considerable concern in applied linguistics (Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 
1993:18-19).  
Corder initiates his discussion recognising the difficulty in continuing to use 
theory-laden terminology and suggesting ‘mother tongue influence’ as a neutral 
and broader definition to refer to what has most commonly been called ‘transfer’ 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:119): 
 
I have chosen the title of this chapter deliberately, a role for the mother tongue in 
language learning, because I do not wish to prejudice the nature of my discussion of that 
role by using the term “transfer” or even less by using the term “interference”. I would 
like to hope that both these terms should be banned from use in our discussions unless 
carefully redefined. The fact is that they are both technical terms in a particular theory of 
learning, and unless one is adopting that particular theory in one’s discussion, it is best to 
find other terms for any alternative theoretical position one may adopt. The danger of 
using such technical terms closely associated with particular theories is that they may 
perhaps quite unconsciously constrain one’s freedom of thinking about the particular 
topic (Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 1993:19). 
 
Apart from redefining the terminology, a number of other important issues are 
raised in Corder’s chapter. First of all, he differentiates between phonology and 
syntax, in that he distinguishes between phonological and syntactic transfer. 
While he considers the acquisition of the pronunciation of a second language as a 
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matter of progressive reconstruction of the mother tongue phonological system in 
the direction of the target language, for syntax, he suggests that the starting point 
is not the native language (Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 1993:23). Rather, there 
is a universal starting point, which is something like a universal core, that 
proceeds along a developmental continuum, as explained below:  
 
The starting point of the developmental continuum of second language acquisition is a 
basic, simple possibly universal grammar, either learned or more probably created and 
remembered from the learner’s own linguistic development […] it contains rules which 
are quite definitely not those of the mother tongue. It is quite common experience that 
language learners in the early stages will produce linguistic forms which can be related 
neither to their mother tongue nor to the target language (Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 
1993:25).  
 
The author goes into details claiming that language learning does not proceed 
in a linear fashion and makes on analogy between SLA and a flower, in which all 
parts of the structure are developing simultaneously and nothing is complete until 
the whole is complete (Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 1993:24).  
A final important point in Corder’s analysis is the distinction between 
‘borrowing’ and ‘structural transfer’. The former is a performance strategy, as 
borrowing phenomena are highly variable and clearly situation-dependent, 
whereas the latter relates directly to learning. The term ‘borrowing’ is used to 
refer to the temporary or permanent of a linguistic feature from one language in 
the performance of another (Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 1993:26-27). More 
precisely, in the case of SLA, it refers to “the use of items from a second 
language, typically the mother tongue, particularly syntactic and lexical, to make 
good the deficiencies of the interlanguage” (Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 
1993:26). Corder specifies that referring to this phenomenon with the term 
‘interference’, as has been done by researchers until that moment, is totally 
inappropriate, since nothing whatsoever is being interfered with. Also the 
explanation of the process under the label of ‘ignorance hypothesis of language 
transfer’ is inappropriate, since nothing is being transferred from anywhere to 
anywhere (Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 1993:26). According to him, “what is 
happening is that the speaker is using certain aspects of his mother tongue to 
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express his meaning because his interlanguage lacks the means to do it” (Corder 
1983, in Gass, Selinker 1992:26).  
It is also necessary to clarify that borrowing does not necessarily lead to 
incorrect utterances. Corder uses the expressions ‘unsuccessful’ and ‘successful’ 
borrowing to refer to the results of borrowings which do or do not lead to errors 
(Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 1993:28). Nevertheless, both correct and incorrect 
utterances may be successful in communication. It seems likely that only the 
heaviest syntactic errors interfere seriously with communication, and that, 
consequently, borrowing from the mother tongue, when it is not too distant from 
the target language, is generally a successful communicative strategy (Corder 
1983,in Gass, Selinker 1993:28-9). 
In sum, what Corder intended to suggest is that the role played by the mother 
tongue in the acquisition of a second language is a good deal more pervasive than 
what has been traditionally believed. The original theory of transfer assigned too 
limited a role to the mother tongue, whereas, according to his view, the native 
language plays a part during the entire process of SLA: at the start of learning, in 
the process of learning and in the use of the target language in communication 
(Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker1993:29). Language acquisition is conceived as “a 
process of elaborating this basic grammar in the direction of the target, and […] 
the mother tongue comes into act as a heuristic tool in the discovery of the formal 
properties of the new language, facilitating especially the learning of those 
features which resemble features of the mother tongue” (Corder 1983, in Gass, 
Selinker 1993:26). The process of borrowing items from the mother tongue as a 
communicative strategy is a mechanism of facilitation, which, if communicatively 
successful, leads to the incorporation of lexical or syntactic items into the 
interlanguage system, generating the so-called ‘structural transfer’ (Corder 1983, 
in Gass, Selinker 1993:29). Since successful communication does not entirely 
depend upon the formal correctness of the utterance, borrowings which are not 
similar to the target language may get wrongly incorporated into the interlanguage 
system giving rise to errors, that may sometimes be fairly persistent. Corder 
concludes his discussion by claiming the importance of similarity, stating that “the 
willingness of the learner to borrow may be determined by the perception of their 
linguistic distance between their mother tongue and the target language. Hence the 
phenomenon of avoidance of structures which differ from the mother tongue” 
(Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 1993:29-30).  
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Lastly, in line with what has been discussed so far, in Corder’s view, no 
process appropriately called ‘interference’ takes place, if by that we mean that the 
mother tongue actually inhibits, prevents or makes the acquisition of some 
features of the target language more difficult (Corder 1983, in Gass, Selinker 
1993:19). 
Many researchers agreed with Corder in considering the term ‘language 
transfer’ as a misleading one. According to Gundel and Tarone (1993):  
 
despite the obviously important role of the first language in second language acquisition, 
the term language transfer is misleading because it implies a simple transfer of ‘surface’ 
patterns, thus obscuring the complex interaction between the first and the second 
language systems and language universals (Gundel and Tarone 1993:87).  
 
Kellerman and Sharwood Smith (1986) refined the idea by using the theory-
neutral term ‘cross-linguistic influence’. This umbrella term is sufficiently broad 
to include transfer, in the traditional sense, but also all the new subsystems of 
investigation, such as avoidance, language loss, whether of the L1 or of another 
L2, and rate of learning (Gass, Selinker 2001:119). These authors claimed that the 
term cross-linguistic influence (CLI)
6
 can be used to label the processes involved 
regardless of the direction of the influence; that is to say both the influence of L1 
on L2 and the influence of L2 on L1 will be considered. Also, this term welcomes 
both studies on second and foreign language acquisition extending it to many 
more types of language contact situations such as naturalistic and tutored 
(Chapetón 2008:50-72). Sharwood Smith describes his view of CLI as: “the 
influence of the mother tongue on the learner’s performance in and/or 
development of a given target language; by extension, it also means the influence 
of any ‘other tongue’ known to the learner on that target language”7 
(Sharwood Smith 1994:198). 
 In sum, CLI is presented by Kellerman and Sharwood Smith as a particular 
domain of investigation in foreign language learning with the aim of identifying 
and explaining how the native and target languages interact in second language 
acquisition and performance (Chapetón 2008:50-72).  
 
                                                          
6
 CLI stands for cross-linguistic influence. 
7
 The influence of previously known languages on the target language will be discussed in chapter 
4. 
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3.1.2 Investigations on language transfer throughout the 80s 
Throughout the 1980s a large number of studies comparing the grammar and 
vocabulary of learners with different native languages led to more persuasive 
evidence of the fact that acquisition differences are ascribed to transfer or cross-
linguistic influence (Noor 1994:101). This renewed persuasive evidence of the 
importance of transfer generated a great number of studies in all subsystems of 
SLA, as illustrated in the literature review that follows. 
Among the range of possible and observable phenomena in the domain of 
transfer, the process of avoidance was not accurately investigated until the 1980s. 
Since the native language may influence the structures that a learner produces, it 
follows that it can also influence the structures that are not produced (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:119). Evidence of this is provided by Kleinmann’s work (1977), an 
investigation on Arabic speakers versus a group of Spanish/Portuguese speakers 
in the use of passive, present progressive, infinitive complements, and direct 
objects pronouns. These four structures were predicted to be of differential 
difficulty for the learners due to the structural divergences which distinguish their 
native languages (Gass, Selinker 2001:119). Kleinmann ascertained that all the 
subjects knew all the structures in question, so that the differential behaviour 
between the groups could not be attributed to ignorance, but rather to some choice 
to use or not to use particular structures to express given concepts. The basis of 
the choice resulted to be related to the native language (Gass, Selinker 2001:119).  
Nevertheless, the source of avoidance is still in dispute. Whereas there is 
significant evidence that differences between the L1 and the L2 are the major 
cause of avoidance, there is also evidence that the opposite occurs. That is, when 
great similarities exist between the L1 and the L2, the learner may doubt that 
these similarities are real (Gass, Selinker 2001:119). Still another view holds that 
avoidance has less to do with the native and target language differences, but rather 
is based on the complexity of the structures in question. For example, in 
considering the acquisition of phrasal verbs, Dagut and Laufer (1985) found that 
Hebrew-speaking learners of English
8
 in general preferred the one-word 
equivalent of the phrasal verb; this means that within the category of phrasal verbs 
they preferred those that are semantically more transparent. Dagut and Laufer 
concluded that the complexity of the target language structure had a greater 
                                                          
8
 Hebrew does not have phrasal verbs. 
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impact on the avoidance than did differences between the native language and the 
target language (Gass, Selinker 2001:120). 
Lastly, in a study by Laufer and Eliasson (1993) on the use or avoidance of 
phrasal verbs by Swedish learners of English, the researchers found that the best 
predictor of avoidance is the L1-L2 difference. Although both L1-L2 similarity 
and inherent complexity have a role, the only factor that consistently predicts 
avoidance is the L1-L2 difference variable (Gass, Selinker 2001:120). 
Another area of investigation of that period addressed the psychology of 
learning, dealing with rate of acquisition across similar paths (Gass, Selinker 
2001:121). Ard and Homburg (1983) tasted Spanish- and Arabic-speaking adults 
on their vocabulary knowledge of standard English. The researchers observed that 
Spanish speakers, because of the existence of many cognates between their native 
language and the target language, could focus more on other aspects of language 
during the test they were asked to complete, performing better than Arabic 
speakers. Hence, when discussing the results in terms of accelerated learning rates 
for the Spanish speakers, Ard and Homburg concluded that knowing a language 
that is related in some way to the target language can help in many ways (Gass, 
Selinker 1993:157-176). In order to have a more complete picture concerning the 
concept of differential learning rates, Schumann’s perspective must also be 
considered. Schumann’s work on negation (1979) showed, as opposed to Ard and 
Homburg’s results, that “a NL structure that corresponded to a TL developmental 
sequence was a factor in preventing learners from moving on to the next 
sequential stage. In other words, the internal system of the learner’s L2 grammar 
exhibited delayed reorganization” (Gass, Selinker 2001:121).  
Apart from the divergent results of the aforementioned studies concerning the 
rate of acquisition across similar paths, also we have to keep in mind that, in many 
instances, paths of acquisition are not identical for speakers of all languages 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:122). Zobl (1982) compared the acquisition of the English 
definite article by a Chinese speaking child and a Spanish speaking child (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:122). The differences between these two children suggested that 
facts of their native languages led them down two different paths: the Chinese 
child went through a stage in which ‘this’ occurred before the definite article and 
the Spanish child started with a stage in which the definite article and the 
demonstrative ‘this’ coincided (Gass, Selinker 2001:124). A similar perspective 
came from Wode’s study (1977) regarding the acquisition of English negation by 
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German L1 children. On the basis of his results, he argued that there is a 
predictable order of structures and that certain developmental structures must be 
used by learners before the native language can be expected to have an influence 
on second language production (Gass, Selinker 2001:124). From this study, it also 
emerged that learners must see some resemblance between the language they are 
learning and their native language before they are able to recognise that the native 
language might be useful to them. According to Andersen’s ‘transfer to 
somewhere’ principle, in fact, transfer would act as a filter that controls exactly 
what of the L2 input is retained by the learner (Gass, Selinker 1993:8), as 
explained below: 
  
A grammatical form or structure will occur consistently and to a significant extent in 
interlanguage as a result of transfer if and only if there already exists within the L2 input 
the potential for (mis-) generalization from the input to produce the same form or 
structure (Andersen 1983, in Gass, Selinker 1983:178). 
  
Other investigations revealed that, depending on the native language, not only 
do we find different paths of development, but we can also notice quantitatively 
different uses of forms (Gass, Selinker 2001:125). For example, Schatcher and 
Rutherford (1979) examined written compositions by Chinese and Japanese 
speakers, finding an overproduction of sentences with ‘there is’, ‘there are’, even 
when the target language makes use of other forms for that same function. They 
consequently hypothesised an influence of the native language of the topic-
comment structure to L2 forms (Gass, Selinker 2001:125). 
 
3.1.3 When and under what conditions L1 influences the acquisition route 
Among the extended empirical research on transfer, another area of interest 
concerning the role of the native language in SLA focused on the ‘when’ and 
‘under what conditions’ perspective, that is to say what the constraints on transfer 
occurrence are (Gass, Selinker 1992:8, 2001:126).  
Bearing in mind that the notion underlying contrastive analysis, that is that 
similarity implies learning ease and difference learning difficulty, proved to be 
invalid, Kleinmann (1977) suggested the opposite: when something in the L2 is 
very different from the L1, there is a ‘novelty effect’. In his study this was the 
case with progressive, which even if absent in Arabic, was learnt easily by Arabic 
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speakers (Gass, Selinker 2001:126). According to Kleinmann, then, some L1-L2 
differences may prove to be relatively easy to learn due to their saliency in the L2 
input, that is their frequency of use in the target language (Gass, Selinker 
2001:127). 
One of the most interesting proposal in the area of cross-linguistic studies was 
made by Kellerman (1979) who addressed the question of whether or not the 
learner’s perception of the native language and the target language affects his/her 
decision to transfer L1-based structures into L2. His hypothesis was that learners 
are aware, consciously or unconsciously, of the likelihood for certain L1 
structures to transfer successfully into the target language (Kellerman, 1979: 37-
75; Noor 1994:101). More precisely, the basis of his view of the role of the native 
language was the learner’s perception of the distance between the first and second 
languages (Gass, Selinker 2001:127). Learners would act as decision-makers 
about which forms and functions of the mother tongue are appropriate candidates 
for use in the second language (Gass, Selinker 2001:127). As a consequence, they 
would use their awareness to form strategies of production as well as 
comprehension in the target language where some L1 items are freely transferred 
while others are carefully avoided (Noor 1994:101).  
In order to explain the way in which learners use their mother tongue to make 
predictions about the target language, Kellerman introduced the terms of 
‘language-neutral’ and ‘language-specific’, the extremes of a linguistic 
information continuum that refers to the ways in which learners may perceive and 
categorise expressions (Noor 1994:101; Gass, Selinker 2001:127). As Kellerman 
states: 
 
Idioms then, are only part of a potentially large class of items which a learner may, at any 
given moment of treat as language specific. A language-specific item in this sense is a NL 
feature which the learner tends not to transfer to a given TL
9
. Such features can be 
contrasted with language-neutral items which the learner believes can be transferred to a 
given TL. The role of the TL in the assignment of specificity or neutrality is important 
here because the perceived relationship between NL and TL, will affect learner’s 
judgments (Kellerman 1977:102-103). 
 
                                                          
9
 TL: this refers to target language. 
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Language-neutral items are then those items a learner believes are common 
across all over languages, or at least the native language and the target language. 
It is reasonable to assume that without prior knowledge, a prototypical English 
speaker brings to a language-learning situation the belief that all languages use 
commas, periods, quotations marks, and so forth (Gass, Selinker 2001:128). 
On the other extreme of the continuum, language-specific items refer to those 
elements a learner views as unique to his/her language. Included in this category 
are many of syntactic structures of a language, much of the phonology of a 
language, idioms, inflectional morphology, slang expressions, and collocations 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:128-9). 
The knowledge reflected in the continuum, representing how one views one’s 
NL in terms of language-specific versus language-neutral items, is known as a 
learner’s ‘psychotypology’ (Gass, Selinker 2001:129). However, the language-
specific versus language-neutral continuum is not intended to be absolute. An 
additional important variable is perceived language distance: if the learner 
perceives the distance between L1 and L2 as not too great, he will be more willing 
to attempt the transfer of certain elements (Noor 1994:102). Languages that are 
closely related may influence learners in their belief about what is language-
neutral and what is language-specific. For example, Spanish speakers learning 
Italian may consider all their NL phonology as being similar to the target 
language phonology. Hence, in this learning situation, we would expect to find 
much more transfer (Gass, Selinker 2001:129). To conclude, what is crucial is that 
the degree of language closeness is based on a learner’s perception of both the 
distance between the languages and on his/her perception of the organisation of 
his/her native language  (Gass, Selinker 2001:129-30). 
In an empirical study, Kellerman (1979) attempted to show how intuition about 
native language semantic space is used to predict transferability of items. What 
Kellerman found was that the concept of ‘coreness’ is extremely important. 
‘Coreness’ is determined by a combination of such factors as frequency, 
literalness and concreteness (Gass, Selinker 2001:130). In considering lexical 
items with multiple meanings, core meanings are those that are more frequently 
used, have literal meanings and are concrete rather than abstract (Gass, Selinker 
2001:130). The greatest likelihood of transfer is in core elements, regardless of 
perceived distance, that is the more transparent the meaning of an item, the more 
likely it is to be considered transferable. According to Kellerman then, we should 
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be able to predict, in probabilistic terms, when transfer will and will not occur. 
The second area of probable transfer is between languages perceived as close, for 
example Spanish-Italian, Dutch-German, regardless of the status of core versus 
noncore elements (Gass, Selinker 2001:131). 
In summary, in Kellerman’s view, we can distinguish three interacting factors 
in the determination of language transfer: first, a learner’s psychotypology, how a 
learner organises his or her NL; second, perception of the NL-TL distance; and 
third, actual knowledge of the TL (Gass, Selinker 2001:131). 
Nevertheless, placing the learner in the center of the determination of transfer 
also implies that these predictions are not absolute across time. Hence the 
categories of language-neutral, that is coreness, and language-specific, that is non 
coreness,  are variable, along with the perceived NL-TL distance (Gass, Selinker 
2001:131). Transfer, then, is only predictable in a probabilistic sense. One can 
never predict in any given situation whether a learner will be influenced or not by 
his/her mother tongue (Gass, Selinker 2001:131-132). 
 
 3.1.4 New look at transfer: the importance of similarity 
Linguists are fascinated with differences between languages, and cross-
linguistic differences have, at least since the advent of contrastive analysis, been 
central for a long time in SLA research. Conversely, cross-linguistic similarity has 
been in the background, with only occasional side references (Ringbom 2006, in 
Arabski 2006:36). 
As a matter of fact, from Lado (1957) onwards, research, except the most 
recent studies, has tended to analyse differences rather than similarities (Ringbom 
1987:33). Thus, while there is abundance of investigations concerning 
linguistically based analyses of the differences between the L1 and the target 
language, there are few consistent studies on how linguistic similarities actually 
affect language learning (Ringbom 1987:34-42). Consequently, until the late 80s, 
the fact that similarity, and not difference, is the most important process 
underlying L2-learning has not been sufficiently recognised (Ringbom 1987:33). 
Transfer depends, as Kellerman pointed out in 1977, on cross-linguistic 
similarity, and more precisely cross-linguistic perceived similarity (Ringbom 
2006, in Arabski 2006:36). The L2 learner is constantly seeking to facilitate 
his/her task by relating a new item to existing previous knowledge. Learner’s 
previous linguistic knowledge consists of what he/she  already knows of the target 
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language and of his/her knowledge of the L1 and other languages (Ringbom 
1987:33). When the learner relates what has to be learnt to previous linguistic 
knowledge, cross-linguistic as well as intra-linguistic similarity is of crucial 
importance (Ringbom 1987:33).  
Since the natural procedure in learning something new is to establish a relation 
between the new proposition or task and what already exists in the mind, a change 
of focus in the study of the processes underlying learner language is what 
Ringbom advocates in his book “The Role of the First Language in Foreign 
Language Learning” (Ringbom 1987:34). In applied linguistics, research should 
focus upon investigations of perceived cross-linguistic, as well as intra-linguistic, 
similarities (Ringbom 1987:42). 
Lexis and syntax may be the areas where cross-linguistic similarity is 
especially important (Ringbom 1987:42). Palmberg’s research (1985) 
demonstrates that lexical items which are cross-linguistically similar to L1 items 
already stored will be understood best of all by learners learning closely related 
languages. Palmberg has in fact shown that Finland-Swedish 10-years-olds are 
able to understand spoken English words before having started reading English at 
school, only because of the close phonological similarity between the English 
words and its Swedish equivalents (Ringbom 1987:35).  
Lexical knowledge is a system that can be used for both comprehension and 
production. The main distinction between the two is that the former refers to the 
learner’s ability to process incoming data, relating to previous knowledge 
structures, whereas the second means ability to activate knowledge structures 
without a direct linguistic stimulus from the outside (Ringbom 1987:36). Some of 
the lexical knowledge may be accessible only for receptive use, not for productive 
use. Vocabulary knowledge can be understood as a continuum between ability to 
make sense of a word and ability to activate the word automatically for productive 
purposes (Ringbom 1987:36). 
There are great individual variations in L1 knowledge of lexis, but an educated 
native speaker’s knowledge of a word usually means that it is near the very top of 
the continuum for each dimension. The L2 learner, on the other hand, has to work 
his/her way up from the very bottom, only rarely reaching the native speaker’s 
level near the top (Ringbom 1987:36). 
In order to go from the middle of these continua to the native or near-native 
levels at the top, the L2 learner will have practically no help from cross-linguistic 
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similarities to his L1, but will have to develop his knowledge wholly in relation to 
the L2. Otherwise, for comprehension, which may be assumed to precede 
production, similarity to what has been previously acquired, above all to the 
learner’s L1, will be of considerable help to the learner (Ringbom1987:36). 
Psychological research has found that the automatised procedures used for the L1 
comprehension are easily and naturally extended to L2: an L2 word is easily 
matched with a phonologically and semantically similar L1 word. At the same 
time, L2 words with close translational equivalents in L1 are more easily learnt 
than words for which such simplified equivalents are hard to establish (Ringbom 
1987:36-38).     
Some experimental studies conducted in the 1970s have focused on lexical 
storage during different stages of learning, showing that L2 learners rely much 
more on phonological than on semantic similarities between lexical items at the 
early stages of learning (Ringbom 1987:40). As learning progresses, the learner 
relies less on phonological similarity in the organisation of his/her mental lexicon. 
Despite the fact that the network of semantic associations is extended and 
increasingly automatised  with the progress of learning, L2 learners do not 
normally attain the native speaker’s ease of activating this semantic network 
(Ringbom 1987:40). 
What Ringbom (1987) adds to this previous experimental research is the 
prospect that similarities perceived by the learner may be predominantly cross-
linguistic or intra-linguistic, with the proportion being determined largely by the 
distance perceived between the target language and the L1 or some other language 
the learner knows (Ringbom 1987:40). 
Cognates in related languages have varying degrees of both phonological and 
semantic similarity to the L1 word, and the relative importance of these two 
variables is not fully clear (Ringbom 1987:40-1). Learning to understand a word 
is most obviously facilitated if the new item has full identity, both phonological 
and semantic, to the L1 item (Ringbom 1987:41). When the L2 learner meets an 
unfamiliar word in an utterance, he/she can avail him/herself of several different 
cues to infer its meanings: intra-linguistic, cross-linguistic and/or extra-linguistic. 
He/she has to be able to analyse the word and the context in which it occurs, 
making use of syntactic and semantic cues and of pragmatic knowledge and 
experience of the world he/she posses (Ringbom 1987:41). Thus, even though a 
learner has never heard or seen a word before, he/she may nevertheless be able to 
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understand it correctly on a first encounter by successful inferencing (Ringbom 
1987:41) The learner is able to do this either through the context in which the 
word occurs or because this word belongs to his/her ‘potential learning 
vocabulary’. Potential vocabulary works both cross-linguistically and intra-
linguistically: it is based on the learner’s ability to analyse his/her real learned 
vocabulary and make creative use of its different elements as well as on his/her 
ability to recognise relationships between the target language and some other 
language he/she knows (Ringbom 1987:41-2). The learner who learns a closely 
related L2 can usually draw upon a considerable potential vocabulary, but even 
learners with the same L1, of course, differ greatly in how naturally and easily 
they can make the relevant associations (Ringbom 1987:42). 
Existing knowledge structures are more easily activated by the linguistic cues 
of incoming data if similarities, cross-linguistic or intra-linguistic, can be 
perceived by the learner. Lack of similarity means that the learner has to rely on 
extra-linguistic cues and his/her own expectations for inferencing, but if he/she 
can perceive similarities at different linguistic levels, this will facilitate both 
comprehension and learning (Ringbom1987:42).   
Similarity then works differently depending on the learner’s individual 
capacity to perceive it or not but also depending on the stage and the different 
modes of learning. Furthermore, while most perceived similarities will facilitate 
learning, there are also instances where similarity can lead to errors, as in false 
friends (Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:36). Ringbom (2006) distinguishes 
between three different types of cross-linguistic similarity relations: 
1. A similarity relation, where the learner is able to establish a one-to-one 
relationship with another unit, usually the mother tongue. Across related 
languages there will be cognates that facilitate both comprehension and 
learning, especially at early stages, even if some of them may turn out to be 
false, or partially false (Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:37). 
2. A difference relation, where the learner can perceive both similarity and 
difference. Even if the majority of native speakers usually do not have 
much declarative knowledge of their L1, Ringbom hypothesises that a 
thorough control of some non native language acquired in a classroom 
context might be useful for the learning of a new language (Ringbom 2006, 
in Arabski 2006:37). 
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3. A zero relation, where the learner cannot relate the TL aspect to previous 
linguistic knowledge, as when, for instance, an English learner is 
confronted with grammatical gender in Italian. This is a situation that may 
confuse the learner, who will experience considerable organisational 
problems at the beginning. Where there are zero relations, TL categories 
not existing in L1 are commonly perceived as redundant at the early stages 
of learning (Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:37). 
 
To summarise what has been discussed so far, on the basis of current research, 
perceived or assumed cross-linguistic similarity is what lies behind the 
phenomenon of transfer, which, generally speaking, indicates a process whereby 
the learner makes use of linguistic resources other than his/her knowledge of the 
language in which communication takes place (Ringbom 2006 in Arabski 
2006:38).  
Transfer, however, has many different shapes and occurs in all the three 
similarity relationships aforementioned. Ringbom (2006) identifies three kinds of 
transfer, which he labels ‘overall transfer’, ‘item transfer’ and ‘system transfer’ 
(Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:38-39). 
‘Overall transfer’ is a generic term, whose variation depends on how much 
cross-similarity the learner can perceive between items and systems in the two 
languages. It is particularly evident in comprehension and has a general 
facilitating effect on acquisition: the result is positive transfer. The more closely 
related languages are, the more overall transfer we will find (Ringbom 2006, in 
Arabski 2006:39). 
While ‘overall transfer’ is clearly positive, ‘item transfer’ has positive effects 
on learning, but also occasional negative effects. It is normally based on assumed 
underlying similarity of form as well as function: when the learner is able to 
establish cross-linguistic similarities between individual items, such identification 
may or may not lead to errors (Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:40). Initially 
learners reduce their workload by making use of an oversimplified equivalence 
hypothesis L2=L1, mapping the meaning or functions of L2 items directly on to 
existing L1 items in both comprehension and production. Such cross-linguistic 
one-to-one relationships between lexical items assumed by learners at early stages 
of learning often work well in establishing primary counterparts, but gradually 
such oversimplified relationships will have to be modified as learning progresses 
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and the learner develops a more realistic understanding of lexical and conceptual 
organisation of the target language (Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:40). Only for 
most technical and scientific vocabulary the one-to-one relationship needs to be 
modified. At early learning stages learners tend to focus on forms rather than the 
more abstract concept of meaning or function, and perceived formal similarities 
help them in establishing cross-linguistic relations in long-term memory 
(Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:40). 
Lastly, ‘system transfer’ assumes functional equivalence without formal 
similarity necessarily being involved. But since the functional systems in two 
languages are hardly ever fully congruent, system transfer often leads to  error and 
is thus mostly negative transfer. (Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:40).  
Before concluding, it is also worthwhile to mention Ringbom’s distinction 
between  perceived and assumed similarity also. While perceived similarity is 
relevant for comprehension and learning, assumed similarity occurs in production, 
in that the L1 word or structure is merely assumed to exist also in the target 
language (Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:44). 
Though similarities can be established much more easily across related than 
unrelated languages, they may also be perceived in important respects across 
totally unrelated languages. In target languages totally different from the L1 there 
will be little visible transfer in comprehension and learning, but transfer will occur 
in production, when the learner does not perceive, but merely assumes that items 
and systems in the target language work more or less in the same way as in L1 
(Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:41-44). This, in Kellerman’s (1995) terms, is 
‘transfer to nowhere’. Such transfer, based on assumed functional similarity, is 
clearly manifested in L1 based errors (Kellerman 1995:125-150). 
In closing, reciprocal comprehensibility depends primarily on a large number 
of cross-linguistic similarities, while ease or difficulty of learning is largely 
determined by how much structural system similarity can be perceived across 
languages (Ringbom 2006, in Arabski 2006:44).   
 
3.1.5 Current views on transfer 
As asserted by Gass and Selinker (1993): 
 
There is now overwhelming evidence that language transfer is a real and central 
phenomenon that must be considered in any full account of the second language 
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acquisition process. In the face of increasing quantities of L2 data, researchers have 
begun once again to focus their attention on language transfer […] The pendulum in 
recent years has began to settle, with language transfer being investigated as a 
phenomenon of importance in and of itself (Gass, Selinker 1993:7). 
 
The most common and accepted view of transfer from psychological research 
in the behaviourist tradition consisted in considering it a process in foreign 
language learning whereby learners carry over what they already know about their 
first language to their performance in their new language (Arabski 2006, in 
Arabski 2006:12). According to Arabski (2006) language transfer as a linguistic 
concept has always been considered as a phenomenon which occurs in language 
learning situations. He presents two definitions which show the most common 
behaviorist views of the term as the automatic, uncontrolled, and subconscious 
use of the past learner behaviours in the attempt to produce new responses in the 
L2. The first definition is ‘negative transfer’ or interference, which occurs when 
the patterns of the L1 and L2 do not coincide. It results in error because of the 
influence of old, habitual behavior different from the new behavior being learned. 
The second definition is ‘positive transfer’ which, in contrast, arises when L1 and 
L2 have features in correspondence and results in correct performance as the new 
behavior is the same as the old one (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 2006:12-20).  
Odlin (1989) argues that transfer is neither a consequence of habit formation, 
nor simply a falling back on the native language. Instead, he defines transfer as 
"the influence resulting from similarities and differences between the target 
language and any other language that has been previously (and perhaps 
imperfectly) acquired." (Odlin 1989:27). He proposes a classification of outcomes 
in order to better understand the various effects that the similarities and 
differences of the languages can produce. His classification includes three 
categories. First, positive transfer, that is the facilitating effect which takes place 
when the similarities between L1 and the target language (or languages) promote 
acquisition. For instance, similarities in syntactic structures can facilitate the 
acquisition of grammar and also, similarities in vocabulary can reduce the time 
needed to develop good reading comprehension. Second, negative transfer, which 
involves divergences from norms in the target language. It includes issues such as 
underproduction or avoidance, overproduction, production errors in speech and 
writing and, misinterpretation. Misinterpretation arises when L1 structures 
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influence the interpretation of L2 messages leading learners to infer something 
very different from what speakers of the target language would infer. It may 
occur, at the writing level, when L1 and L2 word-order patterns differ (Odlin 
1989:36-38). Finally, Odlin claims that a third category, which looks at the length 
of time required to achieve a high command of a language, is needed. To support 
his argument, he presents a list that shows the maximum lengths of intensive 
language courses, being Arabic, Japanese, Chinese, Greek and Russian among the 
example languages which require more number of weeks for native English 
speakers to achieve a high degree of mastery (Odlin 1989:38-41). This brings into 
play the role of language distance which is closely related to the concept of 
psychotypology brought by Kellerman (1979).  
In recent years, however, the value of the distinction between negative and 
positive transfer has been questioned by many of the leading figures in transfer 
studies, such as Gass and Selinker (2001). According to the critics, the two 
distinct types of transfer apply only at the product level, whereas the distinction is 
not seen as relevant to these linguists’ primary concern within their research, that 
is, the underlying processes of the L2 learning (Ringbom 1987:58).   
In any case, what we currently know about language transfer is that, in a 
foreign language learning situation, it mostly depends on the kind of language 
contact. Its intensity and types rests on which L1 is in contact with which L2, and 
how distant genetically the two languages at issue are (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 
2006:13). Language transfer appears with greater intensity when the two systems 
are genetically closer and thus there are more points of reference for the transfer 
to occur (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 2006:13).  
Nevertheless, as already seen in 3.1.3 and 3.1.4, L1 influence can manifest 
itself in many different ways, depending to a great extent on whether and how 
various perceived similarities affect the learning process. Ringbom (1987) 
distinguishes between ‘overt’ and ‘covert cross-linguistic influence’, a distinction 
based on whether or not similarity is perceived by the learner (Ringbom 1987:50). 
Whereas ‘covert cross-linguistic-influence’ is due to lack of perceived similarity, 
‘overt cross-linguistic influence’ depends on perceived similarities and its tangible 
effects can be labeled as ‘transfer’ and ‘borrowing’ (Ringbom 1987:50-51). On 
the one hand, ‘transfer’ involves an analysis of patterns, where the L2 pattern is 
assumed to be similar to or identical with the L1 pattern. In this area of lexis, 
‘semantic extensions’ on the basis of L1 and ‘loan translations’ are examples of 
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transfer deriving from such analysed knowledge. Transfer reliance on L1 patterns, 
which are assumed to be similar in L2, is a way in which the learner tries to cope 
with a gap of knowledge (Ringbom 1987:51-52). On the other hand, ‘borrowing’, 
which occurs only in the domain of lexis, may result not from a gap in knowledge, 
but from inadequate control. In its purest form it manifests itself in complete 
‘language shift’, but there are intermediate forms between transfer and borrowing 
when the activated item from L1 or some other language may be modified by L2 
producers, as in the case of ‘hybrids’, ‘blends’ and ‘relexifications’, or when a 
‘false friend’ is used when the meaning of an L1 word is wrongly assigned to a 
formally similar L2 word (Ringbom 1987:52). The difference between transfer 
and borrowing refers to end-points on a continuum, where the sliding scale can be 
illustrated, for example, by different types of false friends (Ringbom 1987:52).   
So far, the role of the L1 has been treated above all in relation to perceived 
language distance, but it should, however, be treated together with many other 
variables relevant to L2 learning. It is fundamental to remark in fact that formal 
similarity alone does not favour the acquisition process; if it did, we would not 
find learners making interlingual identifications when the formal differences are 
large (Odlin 2006, in Arabski 2006:28-29). Schatcher (1974), for instance, argued 
that learners’ avoidance patterns sometimes arise from differences between the 
native and the target language (Odlin 2006, in Arabski 2006:23).  
 As already said, one of the main reasons why learners tend to acquire foreign 
structures, that is to borrow foreign words or to accommodate other dialect forms, 
is the deficit of L2 structures which makes them unable to communicate in a 
foreign language (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 2006:19). In order to satisfy these 
needs and eliminate the deficit of structures, learners acquire, borrow and 
accommodate (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 2006:20). Other than communication, 
Arabski indicates three more key factors as responsible for successful language 
learning: identification, motivation and selection. Some borrowings are necessary 
because they are names of products, institutions or gadgets which do not exist in 
the L1. Others are acquired to associate the speaker with L2 culture (Arabski 
2006, in Arabski 2006:20). But the extent of cross-linguistic influence is 
determined by a lot more inter-related variables relevant to L2-learning, which 
Ringbom (1987) classifies as follows: 
1. Stage of learning. The intensity of language transfer depends on the stage 
of interlanguage development. The role of the L1 in L2 learning is clearly 
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most important at early stages of learning and decreases as learning 
progresses (Ringbom1987:63). The beginning learner has not yet acquired 
an L2 frame of reference and has very little to rely on except the hypothesis 
that the L2 will in many, or at least in some, respects work in a similar way 
to his/her L1. Intermediate and advanced learners will show a complex 
interaction of L1 and L2 influence, with the former gradually decreasing as 
the learner becomes more proficient (Ringbom 1987:63). On the basis of 
Arabski’s research (2006), for instance, in the case of Polish-English 
interlanguage, negative transfer does not occur at the very beginning of the 
interlanguage process, at the stage of imitation (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 
2006:13). It then becomes more and more frequent until at the advanced 
level it starts to decrease. It decreases when the L2 structures are well 
established and have become resistant to L1 influence (Arabski 2006, in 
Arabski 2006:14). Ringbom (1987) similarly states: “the beginning learner 
tries to establish as many simplified cross-linguistic equivalences as 
possible to his L1, and only afterwards, when his L2-reference frame is 
becoming sufficiently extensive, will he starts modifying these simplified 
equivalences to make them conform fully with actual L2-usage” (Ringbom 
1987:60). 
2. Individual characteristics of the learner. The intensity of the transfer will 
vary with the individual characteristics of the learner: how willing and how 
successful he/she is to infer meaning from inter-lingual cues and to what  
extent he/she will be influenced by formal and functional similarities to the 
L1 in production (Ringbom 1987:63). 
3. Individual style of learning. Some learners, often highly successful ones, 
who have learnt a great many languages and who have a general interest in 
linguistic matters, may, for instance, make use of the so-called key-word 
method for learning new L2 words. The key-word method depends on a 
creative learner forming associations between a new L2 word and a L1 
equivalent which have some phonological similarity (Ringbom 1987:63). 
4. The learner’s knowledge of other languages. Not only the L1, but other 
languages the learner knows may also be reflected in his/her interlanguage. 
Apart from the perceived distance between the languages involved, the 
degree of proficiency in them, and above all the level of automatisation are 
also relevant here (Ringbom 1987:64). 
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5. The learner’s age and the mode of learning. It has often been stated that 
adults make more use of the L1 than children. As a matter of facts, transfer 
occurs less frequently among children whose L1 system is not yet strong 
enough to influence the new L2 structures (Ringbom 1987:64). Young 
learners, especially children before puberty, naturally acquire a second 
language without much influence from the L1 (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 
2006:14). Furthermore, it has also been observed that there is more 
evidence of transfer in a foreign language learning situation than in a 
second language acquisition environment (Ringbom 1987:64).  
6. Type of utterance. Elicited utterances may well show more linguistic 
influence than spontaneous utterances. Translation appears to be a task 
where cross-linguistic influence is especially strong (Ringbom 1987:64). 
7. Level of linguistic analysis. Not only the amount of transfer, but also the 
type of cross-linguistic influence varies depending on the different 
linguistic levels considered. Recently, pragmatic aspects and discourse 
analysis have been recognised as fruitful fields for investigating cross-
linguistic influence (Ringbom 1987:64).   
     
Further interesting findings on cross-linguistic phenomena have come to light 
through studies that investigate which structures are more susceptible to transfer. 
In the case of the Polish-English interlanguage, for instance, these are word order, 
tense system and lexis (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 2006:14). Structures which are 
deeply rooted in the system of L1 are more likely to be transferred into 
interlanguage than those whose philogenetic status in the system of L1 is 
declining (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 2006:14). In an opposed way, structures that 
are marked in L1 are less likely to be transferred into the interlanguage. For 
example, idiomatic expressions are not transferred from L1 as often as unmarked 
universal structures. Likewise, in a situation when a learner concentrates on a 
grammatical rule and applies a monitor, he/she does not transfer L1 habits as often 
as in conversation situation when he/she is concentrating on semantic content and 
not on how to apply a L2 rule (Arabski 2006, in Arabski 2006:14). 
Recent literature on transfer has denied some constraints on syntactic and/or 
lexical transfer occurrence which were proposed by previous studies. Odlin 
(2006) retracts four of these constraints. From at least as early as 19
th
 century, 
some linguists have viewed bound morphology as a structural subsystem that is 
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immune to cross-linguistic influence. However, a wealth evidence contradicts this 
claim and some kind of morphological transfer rarely if ever occur (Odlin 2006, in 
Arabski 2006:24). Another restraint sometimes proposed is the one which claims 
that the basic word order is never transferable, for instance the use of an SOV 
sentence in a SVO language
10
. Once again, however, there is considerable 
evidence suggesting that basic word order is not immune to transfer (Odlin 2006, 
in Arabski 2006:24). 
The third predicted constraint on transfer involves idioms. An early claim by 
Kellerman (1977) about Dutch idioms was that they are not transferable, although 
language contact research has subsequently proved that language learners 
sometimes take idioms from their native language and create translation 
equivalents in the target language (Odlin 2006, in Arabski 2006:24). The most 
recent constraint on transfer involves the construct known in universal grammar 
research as the ‘functional projection’, which includes a wide variety of 
grammatical morphemes such as articles. Many researchers argued that functional 
projections are not transferable; however, a great deal of evidence indicates that 
this supposed constraint on transfer will not hold for articles (Odlin 2006, in 
Arabski 2006:24). 
An interesting area in need of exploration nowadays concerns the role of affect 
in language transfer (Odlin 2006, in Arabski 2006:26). When using their native 
language, people have many communicative needs, and since at least some of 
them will arise when using an L2, any interlingual identification by learners may 
well involve interactions of referential and phatic meanings found in the native 
language (Odlin 2006, in Arabski 2006:29-30). Learners judgements in such cases 
will accordingly constitute a kind of ‘stimulus appraisal’. This notion 
characterises many kinds of affective behaviour as purposive and practical: 
humans along with other living creatures assess stimuli in the world to judge if 
any particular stimulus will magnify or impede the fulfilling of needs and desires. 
With specific reference to interlingual identifications, we can surmise that 
stimulus appraisal entails, inter alia, a judgement about communicative utility 
(Odlin 2006, in Arabski 2006:30). 
The question of emotions, the fact that grammatical structure interacts with 
human affect, suggests that habitual thought will have an affective dimension. 
Language transfer likewise has an affective dimension and, accordingly, it 
                                                          
10
 SOV and SVO: Subject-Object-Verb language and Subject-Verb-Object language. 
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becomes natural wonder if transfer ever involves affective dimensions of habitual 
thought (Odlin 2006, in Arabski 2006:31).   
Finally, from the studies which have been reviewed so far, one can certainly 
argue that L1 is an important determinant of SLA. It is not the only one, however, 
and may not be the most important. But it seems theoretically erroneous to 
attempt a precise specification of its contribution or even to try to compare its 
contribution with that of other factors (Noor 1994:104). Until the most recent 
research, the linguistic discussion on transfer has nearly always occurred in the 
context of error analysis, and what has been seen as tangible evidence of transfer 
corresponds almost invariably to negative transfer (Ringbom 1987:58). Only in 
recent years the mother tongue started to be considered a resource that can be used 
both positively and negatively to help learners to examine the L2 data in the input 
and to perform as best as they can in the L2 (Noor 1994:104). As stated by Gass 
and Selinker (1993): 
 
What is clear in retrospect is that it is possible and not incompatible to view second 
language acquisition as both a process of hypothesis testing in which learners create 
bodies of knowledge from the second language data they have available to them, while at 
the same time viewing it as a process of utilizing first language knowledge as well as 
knowledge of other languages known to learners in the creation of a learner language. 
Thus, it is clearly possible to accept some version of assumptions underlying the 
contrastive analysis hypothesis, while at the same time accepting cognitive principles 
underlying Dulay and Burt’s work (Gass, Selinker 1993:6-7). 
 
In recent years then, many researchers have come to consider that these two 
perspectives are not mutually exclusive. In fact, one aim of much current work 
has been to reconcile a language transfer perspective and a cognitive perspective 
or developmental perspective (Gass, Selinker 1993:6-7). If SLA is viewed by 
some linguists as a developmental process then L1 can be viewed as a 
contributing factor to this development (Noor 1994:104).   
 
 
3.2 The current conceptualisation of universal grammar  
As already seen in 2.2.1, the theory underlying universal grammar assumes that 
language consists of a set of abstract principles that characterise the core 
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grammars of all natural languages (Gass, Selinker 2001:169). UG is postulated as 
an innate language faculty that limits the extent to which languages can vary 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:170). 
The question animating the current debate is about the nature of the linguistic 
knowledge with which learners begin the second language acquisition process. 
The two variables influencing the debate are transfer, thus the availability of the 
first language grammar, and access to UG, then the extent to which UG is 
available (Gass, Selinker 2001:174). 
Two broad views are object of dispute here: the ‘fundamental difference 
hypothesis’, which argues that what happens in child language acquisition is not 
the same as what happens in adult second language acquisition; and the ‘access to 
UG hypothesis’, whose claim is that the innate language facility is alive and well 
in second language acquisition and constrains the grammars of second language 
learners in much the same way as it constrains the grammars of child first 
language learners (Gass, Selinker 2001:174). 
 
3.2.1 The fundamental difference hypothesis    
The fundamental difference hypothesis starts from the belief that children and 
adults are different in many important ways in language learning. First of all, in 
ordinary situations, children always reach a state of complete knowledge of their 
native language. In SLA or, at least, in adult second language acquisition, not only 
is complete knowledge not always attained, but it is rarely, if ever, attained and 
the phenomenon of fossilisation is frequently observed (Gass, Selinker 2001:174). 
Secondly, another difference regards the fact that second language learners have 
at their command knowledge of a full linguistic system. For example, at the level 
of  performance, adults know that there are social  reasons for using different 
varieties. Children, on the other hand, have to learn not only the appropriate 
language forms, but also that there are different forms to be used in different 
situations (Gass, Selinker 2001:175). Thirdly, linked to the idea that adults have 
complete knowledge of a language system is the notion of equipotentiality, i.e. 
that no language is easier to learn than another as all languages are equally 
learnable by all children. This is not the case with second language learners. For 
example, Spanish speakers have less difficulty in learning Italian than they do in 
learning Japanese. As a matter of fact, if language relatedness was not a 
determining factor in ultimate success, we would expect all learners to be equally 
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able to learn any second language (Gass, Selinker 2001:175). One final difference 
to mention is that of motivation and attitude toward the target language and target 
language community. It is obvious that, as in any learning situation, not all 
humans are equally motivated to learn languages nor are they equally motivated to 
learn a specific language. Differential motivation does not appear to impact a 
child’s success or lack of success in learning language, since all normal human 
beings learn a first language (Gass, Selinker 2001:175). 
As a result, the basic claim of fundamental difference hypothesis is that adult 
second language learners do not have access to UG. Rather, what they know of 
language universals is constructed through their native language. According to 
this theory, in fact, the learner constructs a pseudo-UG, based on what is known 
of the mother tongue, and it is in this sense that the NL mediates knowledge of 
UG for second language learners. In addition to the first language, second 
language learners make use of their general problem-solving abilities (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:175-176). 
 
3.2.2 The access to universal grammar hypothesis  
The access to UG hypothesis represents the opposite view to the fundamental 
difference hypothesis. There are a number of possible positions that one can take 
within the access to UG position. White (2000) outlined five possible positions 
regarding the availability of UG that centre around two main variables: transfer 
and access (Gass, Selinker 2001:176). 
1. Full transfer/partial or no access. This approach specifies that the initial 
state of learning is the MT final state. In other words, as adults, we come 
to the language-learning situation with fully-formed grammars. This is our 
starting point. Hence, one has access to UG through the L1, so that if a UG 
principle is not found in the L1, it will not be available for SLA (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:176). 
2. No transfer/full access. This position maintains that, as in child language 
acquisition, the starting point for learning acquisition is UG. This means 
that there is a parting between the L1 and the developing L2 grammar. A 
prediction based on this position is that L1 and L2 acquisition would 
procede in a similar fashion, and would end up at the same point, and that 
all L2 acquisition, regardless of L1, would proceed along the same path 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:176-177). 
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3. Full transfer/full access. This stance, like the first one, assumes that the 
starting point for L2 acquisition is the final state of L1, but unlike the first 
position, postulates the availability of UG. Here the learner is assumed to 
use the L1 grammar as a basis, but to have full access to UG when the L1 
is deemed insufficient for the learning task in question. Unlike the no-
transfer/full-access position, grammars of learners of different L1s will 
differ; L1 and L2 learning will differ also and there is no prediction that 
learners will eventually ultimately attain complete knowledge of the L2 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:177). 
4. Partial transfer/full access. Like the previous position, the partial-
transfer/full-access position also argues that both L1 and UG are available 
concurrently. However, different properties are available through UG and 
through L1. On this view, learners may or may not reach the final state of 
L2grammar depending on what is available through the L1 and what is 
available through UG (Gass, Selinker 177-178). 
5. Partial transfer/partial access. This position, predicts that ultimate 
attainment of an L2 is not possible because there is permanent impairment 
in the acquisition system. In other words, only parts of the L1 grammar are 
available (Gass, Selinker 178).   
 
Within four of these five positions, the exception being the first, UG is 
considered active and available in some form to adult second language learners. 
There are two types of relevant data which control these issues of access to UG: 
data relating to UG principles and data relating to UG parameters (Gass, Selinker 
2001:178). In the UG principles and parameters framework, language universals 
consist of a finite set of principles to which some parameters are associated. 
Parameters vary across languages, with different languages having a limited 
possibility of different settings (Gass, Selinker 2001:188). 
The research on L2 principles and parameters is mixed. There are data 
supporting the view that UG constrains the grammars that learners can cope with; 
there are data arguing against this position. Thus the answer to the question of 
whether L2 acquisition is fundamentally the same as L1 acquisition is solved in 
negative; the answer to the question whether L2 acquisition is fundamentally 
different from L1 acquisition is also negative. Although it may be the case that 
universal principles guide L2 acquisition, it is also the case that there are areas of 
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conflict between native language and target language grammars that fall beyond 
the domain of what would be predicted if the only constraining factors were 
universals (Gass, Selinker 2001:182).  
 
3.2.3 The universal grammar perspective on transfer 
In order to have a thorough overview about current views on transfer, it is 
necessary to consider the new insights provided by recent linguistic approaches, in 
particular, theoretical paradigms regarding the traditional concept of transfer from 
the universal grammar perspective. 
White (1992) provided details on this issue. She noted four areas that make 
current views on transfer truly different from earlier conceptualisations, more 
precisely those embodied in the framework of contrastive analysis. Three of them 
are particularly relevant: levels of representation, clustering and learnability 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:185).  
As regards levels of representation, assuming that sentences have multiple 
levels of representation, one can imagine transfer occurring not just on the basis of 
surface facts, but also on the basis of underlying structures (Gass, Selinker 
2001:186). 
With regard to clustering, a model that involves structural relatedness clearly 
represents an innovative approach to language transfer. Within earlier approaches, 
there was no way to show how related structures were linked in the minds of 
second language learners. Conversely, universal grammar theory claims that 
learning involves setting/resetting of parameters and that there are properties that 
group together within a parameter (Gass, Selinker 2001:186-187). 
Lastly, it is fundamental to consider that a UG perspective on SLA is heavily 
dependent on the concept of learnability. In particular, the issue of positive 
evidence is central because learners construct grammars on the basis of the input 
they receive, that is the positive evidence to which the learner is exposed, together 
with principles of UG (Gass, Selinker 2001:187). 
As explained in 2.2.1, the nature of the input necessary for the learner is 
different depending on the superset/subset relationship between the two languages 
in question. Where positive evidence is readily available, allowing a learner to 
reset a parameter, little transfer is predicted. On the other hand, when positive 
evidence will not suffice to provide learners with adequate information about the 
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L2, possibly necessitating negative evidence, transfer is predicted, as well as the 
fact that L2 is a subset of L1 (Gass, Selinker 2001:187). 
In sum, what has emerged from research in the domain of linguistics is that 
universals clearly  have an important impact on the formation of second language 
grammars. What is in need of further examination is the extent to which 
universals operate alone or in contrast with native language and target language 
facts and the discovery of whether or not all universals equally affect second 
language grammars (Gass, Selinker 2001:190).  
 
 
3.3 Interlanguage processes 
Like the field of linguistics, the field of psychology has influenced the study of 
second language acquisition. But it is important to notice that there is a great 
difference in emphasis between linguistics and psychology in their relation to 
SLA. In psychology, the focus is on the actual mechanisms involved in SLA, 
whereas in linguistics, the emphasis is on constraints on grammar formation 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:192). 
What I am going to describe here is the most influential approach to second 
language acquisition with a basis in psycholinguistic processing, that is the 
‘monitor model’ (Gass, Selinker 2001:192). After that, I will offer a brief 
overview of the state-of-the-art of interlanguage also from a linguistic perspective. 
The formal study of the independent system of knowledge developed by second 
language learners, i.e. interlanguage, had its beginning in the 1970s, as already 
seen in 2.3.3. But only in recent times have researchers begun to show a growing 
consensus on a number of issues that were in the past highly controversial.  
 
3.3.1 The monitor model 
The Monitor Model, first described by Krashen in the 70s, is undoubtedly the 
best known theory of L2 acquisition (Ellis 1990:56; Gass, Selinker 2001:198). 
Five basic hypotheses constitute Krashen’s model: 
1. The acquisition-learning hypothesis. In Krashen’s view, language 
development takes place in two different ways, ‘acquisition’ and ‘learning’ 
respectively. ‘Acquisition’ is the subconscious process by which linguistic 
competence is developed as a result of using language for real 
communication. This process is similar, if not identical, to the way 
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children develop ability in their first language (Ellis 1990:57; Gass, 
Selinker 2001:198). On the other hand ‘learning’ is the conscious process 
by which metalingual knowledge of a language is developed through 
study, thus knowing the rules of the target language, being aware of them 
and being able to talk about them (Ellis 1990:57; Gass, Selinker 
2001:198). Acquired and learnt knowledge are stored separately. Krashen 
argues that the acquired system acts to initiate the speaker’s utterances and 
is responsible for fluency and intuitive judgements about correctness. The 
learned system, on the other hand, acts only as an editor or ‘monitor’, 
making minor changes and polishing what the acquired system has 
produced (Lightbown, Spada 1993:27). 
2. The natural order hypothesis. Grammatical structures are acquired in a 
predictable order, which is the same for adults and children and for 
learners with different L1s, regardless of whether or not instruction is 
involved (Ellis 1990:57; Gass, Selinker 2001:199). 
3. The monitor hypothesis. As mentioned earlier, only the acquired system is 
responsible for initiating speech. ‘Learnt’ knowledge can be used to edit 
utterances generated by means of ‘acquired’ knowledge (Ellis 1990:57). 
But the monitor model cannot be used at all times. There are three 
conditions that must be met. First of all, ‘time’: learners need time to 
consciously think about and use the rules available to them in the learned 
system. Secondly, ‘focus on form’: a learner must be paying attention to 
how we are saying something, not just to what we are saying (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:200). Thirdly, ‘know the rule’: one must have an 
appropriate learned system in order to apply it (Gass, Selinker 2001:200). 
4. The input hypothesis. Krashen emphasised that acquisition is the result of 
‘comprehensible input’, that is that bit of language that is heard/read and 
that is slightly ahead of the learner’s current state of grammatical 
knowledge (Gass, Selinker 2001:200). Krashen assumed that the input 
activate the language acquisition device, an innate mental structure 
capable of handling both first and second language acquisition (Gass, 
Selinker 2001:201). Krashen also underlined that the input is made 
comprehensible because of the help provided by the context (Ellis 
1990:52). 
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5. The affective filter hypothesis. This last point concerns attitudinal variables 
that affects ‘acquisition’. Affect here is intended to include factors such as 
motivation, attitude, self-confidence and anxiety. When the affective filter 
is up, input is prevented from passing through and there can be no 
acquisition. If, conversely, the filter is down, or low, and if the input is 
comprehensible, the input will reach the acquisition device and the 
acquisition will take place (Gass, Selinker 2001:201). The affective filter 
then is responsible for individual variation in SLA and differentiates child 
language acquisition from second language acquisition because the 
Affective Filter is not something children have or use (Gass, Selinker 
2001:202). 
 
3.3.2 The current state of studies on interlanguage 
What has been learnt on interlanguage so far and what do we really mean by 
language transfer?  
In order to answer to these questions, it is chiefly necessary to consider that 
most, if not all, second language researchers agree that an L2 learner’s first 
language background plays a role in the acquisition of an L2. Furthermore, we 
know that L2 learners, in contrast to L1 learners, do not start at the initial state, 
the state zero (S0), since the L1 is in some way available to the L2 learner 
(Martohardjono, Flynn 1995, in Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood Smith 
1995:205). However, while there is consensus at this level of discourse about the 
L2 acquisition process, there is little agreement regarding the precise nature of the 
L1 and the L2 target grammar construction. The problem is if we can account for 
the construction of the L2 grammar in terms of the grammatical features of the 
L1, the transfer hypothesis, or in terms of more general linguistic principles 
which, while guiding L1 acquisition, transcend the particular instantiation of the 
L1 grammar, the universal grammar approach (Martohardjono, Flynn 1995, in 
Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood Smith 1995:205-206). 
Within the framework of transfer hypothesis, it is assumed that the L2 learner 
relies primarily, if not solely, on the end product, that is a steady state of the L1, 
to construct the grammar of the L2. Such position implies that the principles that 
underline the L1 acquisition process are no longer available to the L2 learner in 
the construction of the target L2 in a form other than as instantiated in the L1. On 
the other hand, within a UG framework, both L1 and L2 acquisition are 
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constrained by the same set of linguistic principles. That is, during the course of 
L1 acquisition, UG does not itself become the L1 grammar. Rather, it remains 
available to determine the course of including subsequent language acquisition 
(Martohardjono, Flynn 1995, in Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood Smith 
1995:205). 
Nowadays, researchers’ goal is therefore to find a unified theory of both the L1 
and L2 learning processes and, in consonance with recent research, one can 
conclude that there are reasons to believe that transfer or cross-linguistic 
influences work in tandem with the psychological factors governing 
developmental sequences (Noor 1994:99-100; Martohardjono, Flynn 1995, in 
Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood Smith 1995:205-206). According to that,  Gass 
argues that “language universals serve as an overall guiding principle in SLA, 
interacting with the native language and the target language systems, at times 
resulting in violations of a proposed universal, at times being consistent with a 
given universal” (Gass 1984:129).  
Looking at the current state-of-the-art, in their book “The Current State of 
Interlanguage” (1995), Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood Smith claim that a 
growing consensus on a number of issues unable them to state what follows. 
First of all, both universal grammar and language transfer processes are 
somewhat accessible in forming interlanguage grammars. Each, in fact, has a 
cognitive reality. Nevertheless researchers still do not have a general theory of 
how UG and language transfer intersect with each other and with other processes 
in order to create interlanguage grammars (Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood Smith 
1995:8).  
Secondly, first and second language acquisition are not totally identical. Thus 
the old L2=L1 question is solved in the negative, but again there is still 
uncertainty about exactly how, when and where they are same or different 
(Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood Smith 1995:8). 
Thirdly, fossilisation of interlanguage grammars is a very real process and acts 
variably. Again, researchers have the same sort of questions whose answers 
demand careful empirical work, in this case longitudinal studies, which by 
definition are very hard to do. There still seem to be few theoretical principles, if 
any, to cover this all-pervasive phenomenon (Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood 
Smith 1995:8). 
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Lastly, some L2s are more difficult than others, but also some structures in the 
same L2 are more difficult than others. This acts variably as well but again, there 
is still no clear theoretical story in this field (Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood 
Smith 1995:8). 
In conclusion, among major current issues we can find the place of universal 
grammar and transfer in forming interlanguage grammars and the intersection of 
these in the aforesaid process; empirical details of fossilisation, details of the 
effects of variation of all sorts and details of the difficulty of some structures and 
some languages over others (Eubank, Selinker and Sharwood Smith 1995:8-9). 
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Chapter 4  
 
 
The role of previously known languages: recent 
perspectives 
 
 
One of the principal goals of research on cross-linguistic influence (CLI) is to 
account for the role of prior knowledge in interlanguage and development. 
Hypotheses about cross-linguistic influence must therefore be sufficiently 
comprehensive to be able to consider native as well non-native linguistic 
influence. Decades of intense research activity on CLI show that much attention 
has been devoted to the study of first language influence, whereas non-native 
linguistic impact on the target language has been investigated to a much lesser 
extent (De Angelis 2005:279-380). This chapter then addresses an area of research 
that has received relatively little systematic attention: the acquisition of a 
language beyond the second language.  
As illustrated in the previous chapters, contrastive analysis hypothesis and 
current approaches to SLA predict language transfer between two languages, the 
native language and the target language. It is clear, however, that this does not 
capture the full extent of the phenomenon, because L2 learners often have more or 
less advanced knowledge of a third and fourth languages. Consequently, for any 
theory of language transfer to be generalised, this fact must be taken into account 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:132).  
In light of such considerations, the question of language transfer has recently 
been examined from a new perspective, namely that of multiple language 
acquisition (MLA)
11
 or third language acquisition (TLA)
12
, as it is commonly 
referred to.  
 
In the following section, after an elucidation on the multi-competence model 
by Cook (1992), I will review what is currently known about the influence of a 
non-native language on the acquisition of an additional language, outlining the 
                                                          
11
 MLA: stand for Multiple Language Acquisition. 
12
 TLA: stands for Third Language Acquisition. 
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most recent studies conducted in this field. Afterwards, I will focus on the main 
pedagogical concerns related to research on cross-linguistic influence. 
 
 
4.1 Cross-linguistic influence in multiple language acquisition  
As already mentioned in 3.1.1, the term ‘cross-linguistic influence’, proposed 
by Sharwood Smith and Kellerman (1986), is a super-ordinate term including 
influences of the mother tongue on the learner’s performance and/or development 
of a target language together with the influence of any other tongue known to the 
learner on that target language (Sharwood Smith 1994:198).   
The study of transfer in SLA has a long tradition but investigations on cross-
linguistic influence beyond L2 have experienced important developments only in 
recent years (Cenoz, Hufeisen, Jessner 2001:1). 
 
4.1.1 The multi-competence model and the origin of TLA research 
The emerging interest in TLA seems to have sprung in large part from Cook’s 
(1992) multi-competence model.  
Cook calls attention to the ‘monolingual bias to research’. What he points out 
is the fact that much SLA research is biased by adopting the monolingual speaker 
as a norm rather than the multi-competent speaker; whilst multilingualism, and 
not monolingualism, is the reality for the great majority of the world’s population 
(Cook 1992:577).   
To quote Cook (1992) himself: 
 
Multi-competence refers to a person's knowledge of more than one language system; 
wherever there is language knowledge of an L2 that is not simply assimilated by the L1, 
such as lexical borrowing, there is multi-competence.  The point of emergence is 
therefore when a system starts being used that is not just that of the L1. 
  
The value of multi-competence is that it provides a new perspective from 
which to look at L2 learning. Cook claims that instead of treating L2 users as 
deficient monolingual, they should be treated as people in their own right. Much 
L2 learning research has accepted the ‘balanced’ bilingual as the parameter by 
which other learners are measured. It is clear that such perfectly balanced 
bilinguals constitute a small minority of those who have learnt an L2, and taking 
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them as the paradigm example leads to negative conclusions about L2 learning. 
Since learners seldom achieve the native speakers knowledge of the target 
language, L2 learning has often been seen in terms of lack of success. Few 
bilinguals succeed in achieving or maintaining equal balance between L1 and L2 
knowledge. This is why one of the aim of SLA research has been trying to 
discover the reasons why L2 learning is comparatively unsuccessful (Cook 1992).  
Nonetheless, adopting a multi-competence view supposes that we should 
imagine the L2 learner as someone acquiring something extra rather than a 
substitute for the L1, that is to say  the vocabulary, syntax, etc of the L1 plus the 
vocabulary, syntax, etc of the L2.   
The knowledge of the L2 increases the L2 user's capabilities beyond those of a 
monolingual, rather than being a defective L1 knowledge. As Cook (1992) 
remarks: 
 
Measured against the 100% of a person who knows one language, the balanced bilingual 
is functioning at 200%; L2 learners of lesser achievement are still functioning at levels 
between 100% and 200% […].  Those who start from the bilingual view see the learner as 
a success in going beyond the initial L1, to whatever degree. This stepping beyond the 
original 100% may in itself be some explanation for the well-known fact that the L1 
learner invariably gets to 100%, the L2 learner seldom gets to 200%; it is because the L2 
and the L1 are related in the mind that the L2 cannot be learnt as a second L1.  
 
As argued in Cook (1991) then, one of the consequences of the multi-
competence concept is the insight that much of second language research and 
linguistics have been biased by taking its starting point to be mono-competence 
rather than multi-competence. Most human beings, in fact, know two or more 
languages rather than one, and one could say that it may well be unusual to 
possess only mono-competence. Furthermore, second language acquisition 
research has mostly been carried out within countries or by individuals to whom 
knowing a second language is either a problem, this is the case when they are a 
lower-status minority, or a sign of intellectual achievement, when they constitute 
a higher-status majority (Cook 1992). Skuttnabb-Kangas paraphrases Fishman's 
account of bilingualism in the US as: “If you have learnt French at university, 
preferably in France and even better at the Sorbonne, then bilingualism is 
something very positive. But if you have learnt French from your old grandmother 
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in Maine then bilingualism is something rather to be ashamed of” (Skuttnabb-
Kangas 1981:38-39).  
As Cook properly observes, seldom has the knowledge of a second language 
been taken as the ordinary state of mankind. From Saussure to Chomsky the 
monolingual has been posited as the man who uses language, the man who 
speaks: 
 
It would be salutary, instead, for Second Language Acquisition research starting to 
investigate countries such as the Cameroon where a person may use four or five 
languages in the course of a day, taken from the two official languages, the 4 lingua 
francas, or the 285 native languages (Cook 1992).   
 
Taking the opposite extreme from monolingual society as the norm may reform 
our ideas about L2 learning and about what have been considered the 
‘deficiencies' of L2 learners, even if we come to the conclusion that the average 
human individual knows neither one language nor many languages but around 
two. Hence, along the line of thinking developed in Cook, “The primary question 
for linguistics should be, not Chomsky's ‘What constitutes knowledge of 
language?’ (Chomsky 1986:3)13, but ‘What constitutes knowledge of languages?’" 
(Cook 1992).  
The notion of multi-competence can be extended to many other important 
considerations. The term ‘multi-competence’ was in fact initially introduced to 
describe the compound state of mind with two grammars contrasted with ‘mono-
competence’, the state of the mind with only one. Cook presents a powerful 
argument that multilingualism is the existence in the mind of one system, which 
functions as a whole, rather than the coexistence of separately functioning 
linguistic systems (Cook 1992; Heidrick 2006:1). Contrary to the ‘separatist’ 
position (Grosjean 1989), by which it is claimed that there are two or more 
discrete co-existing language systems in multi-competence without links between 
them, according to Cook and the ‘wholistic’ position (Grosjean 1989), there is a 
possibility that the two or more languages of the multi-competence form a total 
language system rather than independent systems (Cook 1992). 
                                                          
13
 Chomsky, N., (1986) Knowledge of Language: Its Nature, Origins and Use. New York: Praeger. 
Cited in (Cook 1992). 
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Recent evidence for independent storage is harder to find, while there is much 
evidence for interrelationships between the two lexicons. Caramazza and Brones 
(1979) show that reaction time for a word is sensitive to the frequency of its 
cognate in a second language; Cristoffanini et al (1986) find morphemically 
unrelated words do not influence performance while morphemically related ones 
do.   
Evidence that the mind has a single dictionary that combines both languages in 
some form could also be provided by the phenomenon of code-switching. As 
Cook (1992) contends: 
 
Code-switching involves changing from one language to the other in midspeech.  It 
occurs under particular social conditions when both speakers know the same two 
languages and are talking about particular topics.  At one time this was thought to be an 
abnormal use of language, and was for example disparaged by bilinguals themselves and 
discouraged by language teachers.  More recently it has been seen as a perfectly normal 
use of language by L2 users; Grosjean & Soares (1986) talk of two modes of speech, a 
single language mode in which the speaker chooses one of the two languages to use, and 
a code-switching mode in which the speaker uses two. 
 
But switching from one language to another takes time.   
In early research, Kolers (1966) found that code-switching added about 0.3 to 
0.5 seconds per switch to reading aloud, while Macnamara and Kushnir (1971) 
found 0.2 seconds per switch in silent reading.  
The fact that the mixed language mode adds some minimal processing time to 
speaking calls the wholistic multi-competence into question.  
Overall, code-switching provides ambiguous support for wholistic multi-
competence (Cook 1992).  
In outlining his multi-competence model, Cook raises other important 
reflections concerning the concept of transfer.  
Transfer is defined typically as “the influence resulting from similarities and 
differences between the target language and any other language that has been 
previously (and perhaps imperfectly) acquired” (Odlin 1989:27). Cook objects 
that in definitions such as this transfer is used in a unidirectional rather than 
bidirectional way. This means that it is used to explain the effects of the L1 on the 
L2, rather than the effects, if any, of the L2 on the L1. Influences may go in both 
68 
 
directions, and whereas this mutual interaction has been explored on work on 
language contact, it has never been considered in SLA research (Cook 1992). 
Furthermore, in Cook’s view, definitions of transfer such Odlin’s are ambivalent 
because they do not distinguish between transfer ‘over time’ and transfer ‘at a 
particular moment of time’. Multi-competence indeed differentiates ‘diachronic 
transfer’ during the learner's acquisition from ‘synchronic transfer’ between the 
two languages at a single moment of time. Multi-competence starts when there is 
systematic knowledge of an L2 that is not assimilated to the L1.   
It is hardly in question that L2 learners’ development is influenced by their L1 
in well-documented ways, even if the importance of this is still controversial: 
transfer affect the course of diachronic development. Synchronically, transfer 
explains differences from the co-existing L1 state of knowledge (Cook 1992; 
Hedrick 2006:2). An example might be the differences between Japanese, Italian 
and Dutch learners of English in finding the subject of the sentence (Kilborn and 
Cooreman 1987; McDonald 1987, Harringhton 1987). Even if the overall 
competences of learners with different L1s come to resemble each other as they 
progress, this does not mean that they have not used transfer during the course of 
their language acquisition, even if they no longer find it necessary. A further 
distinction has been made by Cook between ‘code-breaking’ and ‘decoding’ 
language. ‘Code-breaking’ refers to the process of acquiring the knowledge of the 
language by attempting to understand massages. It leads to rules, parameter-
settings, and so on, and it is basically the creation of knowledge in the mind. 
‘Decoding’ is the process of trying to understand a message by using already 
established knowledge, the use of existing knowledge for a purpose. In other 
words, one is a diachronic development process, the other a synchronic state. 
Transfer is a source of both code-breaking and decoding in the language 
acquisition process. Hence, as part of multi-competence, transfer may both have a 
historical source and also be part of the current knowledge state (Cook 1992, 
Heidrick 2006:2). This was perfectly emphasised by Weinreich: “In speech, 
interference is like sand carried by a stream; in language, it is the sedimented sand 
deposited on the bottom of a lake” (Weinreich 1953:11). 
To sum up, seen in light of Cook’s (1992) multi-competence model, there is no 
reason why learner’s existing knowledge of the target language should not include 
previously learned non-native languages, in addition to the mother tongue.  
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4.1.2 Interlanguage transfer 
Understanding the nature of interlanguage transfer and its relationship to 
current evidence of cross-linguistic influence is potentially more complex than the 
study of cross-linguistic influence in L2 because it implicates all the processes 
associated with SLA, as well as unique and potentially more complex 
relationships that can take place among all the languages known or being acquired 
by the learner (Cenoz 2001, in Cenoz, Hufeisen, Jessner 2001:8).  
Technically, interlanguage transfer cannot exist in second language acquisition 
per se; rather, there must be more than two non-native languages involved, that is 
to say a minimum of three linguistic systems (De Angelis, Selinker 2001, in 
Cenoz, Hufeisen, Jessner 2001:43-44; Gass, Selinker 2001:132). We refer to this 
area of study as ‘multiple language acquisition’ or  ‘third language acquisition’, 
an area of interest also from a psycholinguistic perspective, since multiple 
language learners are experienced learners and present a different kind of 
competence as compared to that of monolinguals (Cenoz, Hufeisen, Jessner 
2001:1; Gass, Selinker 2001:132).  
Second language learners have two systems that can potentially influence each 
other, L1 and L2, and second language acquisition research has mainly focused on 
transfer phenomena from the L1 to the L2 without paying enough attention to the 
other possible relationships. Nevertheless, two other bi-directional relationships 
can take place in multiple language acquisition: the L3 can influence the L1 and 
be influenced by the L1 as well, and cross-linguistic influence can also take place 
between the L2 and the L3 (Cenoz, Hufeisen, Jessner 2001:2).  
As already observed, current language transfer theories are highly restricted, 
being primarily based on the interaction between two systems. Such framework is 
clearly insufficient in the study of interlanguage transfer, as more than two 
linguistic systems must be present in the speaker’s mind for interlanguage transfer 
to occur (De Angelis, Selinker 2001 in Cenoz, Hufeisen, Jessner 2001:43-44).  
The difference between SLA and MLA/TLA regarding cross-linguistic 
influence and the important implications of this research for theories of language 
acquisition in general, and second and third language acquisition in particular, 
have motivated research in this area (Heidrick 2006:1-2). 
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4.1.3 A review of the relevant literature 
Multiple language acquisition is a young area of research and, as such, there 
are relatively few empirical studies on the subject matter (Gass, Selinker 
2001:134). Nevertheless, several important contributions have been made in the 
last decades (Cenoz, Hufeisen and Jessner 2001:2).  
As already said, in contrast to the traditional approach to SLA transfer theory, 
which takes into account only the native language and the target language, TLA 
researchers support the inclusion of previously learned nonnative languages when 
they claim that a comprehensive theory of transfer must incorporate prior 
knowledge of nonnative languages (Heidrick 2006:1).  
Overall research in fact demonstrates that those learning a third language do 
indeed transfer from the second language, and that often, it is the preferred source 
of transfer. As Dewaele suggests: 
 
The active language with the highest level of activation is the preferred source of lexical 
information. Access to lemmas of languages that have a lower level of activation is 
partially blocked. It appears that the L1 is not necessarily always the dominant active 
language and that access to its lemmas could accordingly be limited (Dewaele 1998:488).  
 
Why one cannot keep languages and interlanguages apart, then, and why the 
mixing and merging of various languages known occurs are issues at the heart of 
research on interlanguage transfer (Gass, Selinker 2001:133). Going into further 
details, one of the basic tasks of TLA researchers is to understand how, when, and 
why one language is chosen over another (Heidrick 2006:1-2).   
The difficulty in keeping foreign languages apart was noted by Schmidt and 
Frota (1986). Their study described an English speaking learner of Portuguese 
with Arabic as a prior second language. The learner wondered why he could not 
keep the two languages apart (Gass, Selinker 2001:133). One reason for this could 
be something known as the ‘foreign effect’ (Meisel 1983). It simply means that 
the L1 is suppressed by virtue of its being native when learning an additional 
foreign language. As a result, the L2 is activated (Heidrick 2006:2).  
 Some of the hypotheses of L1 influence that are being extensively referred to 
in the literature on SLA are supposed to account for multilinguals’ behaviour as 
well. Two of these hypotheses, Kellerman’s (1979) notions of ‘typology’ and 
‘psychotypology’, have been shown to highly influence the multilinguals’ 
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selection of a language as a source of transfer (De Angelis 2005:381). Typology 
and psychotypology are associated whenever learners express judgements of 
typological proximity across languages. Typology is concerned with the 
classification of structural types, including the study of cross-linguistic 
typological patterns, while psychotypology or perceived language distance, in its 
original formulation, refers to the relationships that learners perceive to exist 
between L1 and L2 forms or structures (De Angelis 2005:381-382).  
Language similarity has been repeatedly reported as one of the key factors in 
the degree of influence likely to occur between two or more non-native languages. 
Of course, the idea that language similarity is a crucial factor in cross-linguistic 
influence is not a new one. However, the role of language similarity presents 
some new challenges when one aims to account for the production of multilingual 
speakers who are familiar with more than two languages that are similar to each 
other (De Angelis 2005:381).  
In the literature on multilingualism, we find mixed reports on learners’ reliance 
on their prior knowledge of non-native languages, but the majority of studies 
show that multilinguals tend to rely on linguistic information from non-native 
languages that are typologically close to the target language, as psychotypology 
would predict (De Angelis 2005:383).  
In one of the first major TLA investigations, Williams and Hammerberg (1998) 
propose a model of L3 production that accounts for the use of non target language 
words in performance. The model advances that one of the speakers’ non target 
languages becomes the preferred source of non target linguistic information by 
being assigned the role of default supplier in the production process. What these 
researchers suggest is that the L2 emerges as the preferred source of transfer 
provided the learner assigns importance to elements such as  typology, proficiency 
and recent use. Williams and Hammerberg postulate that different acquisition 
mechanisms might exist for L1 and L2, and therefore, when an additional non-
native language is learned, the L2, or non-native, mechanism is reactivated 
(Williams and Hammerberg 1998:295:333).  
De Angelis and Selinker’s study (2001) reveals that proficiency and recent use 
do not necessarily have to be present, since typological proximity is enough by 
itself to influence the selection process. They examined the production of Italian 
by a French-Canadian L1 speaker with three foreign languages, Spanish, English 
and Italian, and a British man with two interlanguages: Spanish and Italian. They 
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identified two types of interlanguage transfer: ‘full lexical interlanguage transfer’ 
and ‘partial lexical interlanguage transfer’. On the one hand, the first type of 
transfer grouped instances in which an entire non target word from an earlier 
interlanguage was used in the production of Italian. On the other hand, the second 
type of transfer grouped instances where partial morphological information from a 
non target interlanguage word was used in Italian target language production. 
Occurrences of both types of interlanguage from Spanish into Italian arose, 
following that strong pattern of phonological similarity between or among 
languages creates the conditions for activation to spread non target words in other 
languages (De Angelis, Selinker 2001, in Cenoz, Britta, Hufeisen 2001:42-58). 
Herwig’s neuro- and psycholinguistic analyses (2001) likewise suggest that when 
multilinguals do written translations from their L1, they tend to draw upon their 
knowledge of other nonnative languages, and not just their L1, in the production 
of the target language. Typological similarity is almost always the deciding factor 
in which language gets used as a source (Herwig  2001:115-137). 
TLA researchers are also interested in investigating whether knowledge of 
more than one language facilitate the acquisition of additional languages, and 
more specifically, they are focused in learning more about typology’s overall role 
in the learner’s ability to acquire an L3 (Gass, Selinker 2001:135; Heidrick 
2006:2). Gibson, Hufeisen and Libben (2001) observe that the typological 
relationship between the L1 and L3 has no bearing on L3 acquisition, but that that 
of the L2 might. Whether this has anything to do with the suppression of the L1 is 
uncertain at this point, but worthy of further investigation (Gibson, Hufeisen and 
Libben 2001, in Cenoz, Britta, Hufeisen 2001:138-148). 
Even more interesting than the role of typology is that of psychotypology. De 
Angelis (2005) convincingly demonstrates that if a learner perceives two 
languages to be similar, then that perception is actually more influential on the 
selection process than actual typology. This might be somehow connected to the 
metalinguistic maturity of the learner. De Angelis’ study (2005) investigates the 
use of nonnative function words in the written production of learners of Italian as 
a fourth language with English, Spanish, or French as native or nonnative 
languages. Results suggest that a prior exposure to a nonnative language informs 
learners’ choices of surface structures to a significant extent and that learners with 
the same L1 but different prior nonnative languages develop some significant 
differences in their target language knowledge (De Angelis 2005:379, Heidrick 
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2006:2). In contrast with the studies conducted so far, De Angelis’ research also 
makes evident that it cannot be assumed a priori that whenever two languages 
typologically close to each other are present in the speaker’s mind and one of 
them is the speaker’s native language, it is the native language that will have the 
most dominant role. In fact, when two languages close to the TL, e.g. Spanish L1 
and French L2, are present in their mind, learners do not seem to perceive non 
target function words belonging to these languages as equally transferable to the 
target language. More importantly, the fact that learners are influenced by their 
knowledge of French to a considerable extent suggests the possibility of the 
learner’s choice to transfer from an L2 source that is typologically more distant 
from the L3 than their mother tongue (De Angelis 2005:379-419).   
Even though there is a large number of research studies on the highly 
controversial age factor in SLA, research on the relationship between age and 
cross-linguistic influence in TLA has received very limited attention (Cenoz 2001, 
in Cenoz, Britta, Hufeisen 2001:9). In the case of young learners, age is associated 
with cognitive and metalinguistic development, and older children have been 
reported to advance more quickly in the first stages of SLA. Cognitive and 
metalinguistic development could also be related to cross-linguistic influence, and 
particularly to psychotypology, because older children can have a more accurate 
perception of linguistic distance that could influence the source language they use 
when transferring terms from one of the languages they know (Cenoz 2001, in 
Cenoz, Britta, Hufeisen 2001:9). Cenoz (2001) examines the role that age plays 
together with typology. In her study on multilingual children in the Basque 
country, older children transferred more into L3 English than the younger ones 
did. In addition, the older children relied more on Spanish as the transfer source 
language, while the younger children used both Basque and Spanish. This study 
confirms previous research on typological distance in multilingual acquisition and 
proves that linguistic distance is a strong predictor of cross-linguistic influence. 
Nevertheless, results also suggest that interlanguage transfer in the multilingual 
might emerge not only as a result of his or her perception of typological 
proximity, but also that language proficiency and metalinguistic development 
related to age might play a role into that perception (Cenoz 2001, in Cenoz, Britta, 
Hufeisen 2001:8-18).  
In conclusion, the study of cross-linguistic influence in TLA is complex 
because of the number of potential factors that are associated with it and their 
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possible interactions, and also because TLA presents more diversity than SLA. 
TLA can take place in natural and formal contexts and the number of specific 
situations derived from typology, proficiency, mode, age and recency is extremely 
high (Cenoz 2001, in Cenoz, Britta, Hufeisen 2001:9).  
Even if TLA research is still in its infancy, the findings discussed so far could 
have lasting implications for the study of cross-linguistic influence, since they 
reveal that active decoding involving multiple sources of existing knowledge 
occurs, and, most significantly, that the L1 is not necessarily the dominant source. 
This being the case, knowledge of multiple languages might facilitate, or 
conversely, complicate, the acquisition of a new language (Heidrick 2006:2).  
Nevertheless, the research discussed so far might not be wide or solid enough in 
scope of truly influence SLA at some points. For example, while the typological 
similarity between the L2 and the L3 as a reason for transfer is greatly 
emphasised, only De Angelis (2005) mentions the possibility of transfer occurring 
from an L2 source that is typologically distant from the L3. To date, little is 
known about this issue. An additional consideration is that the majority of the 
languages used in the studies are Western European. A wider variety of languages 
would need to be tested to get a broader understanding of typology as a factor in 
transfer (Heidrick 2006:2).  
 
 
4.2 Implications for teaching      
In comparison with research conducted twenty or thirty years ago, current 
second language studies tend to show more caution about what conclusions 
teachers should draw from any particular set of findings. This caution reflects a 
growing awareness of the complexity of the phenomenon of transfer in second 
language research. Accordingly, many researchers now hesitate in dispensing 
prescriptions for the classroom, especially since very little of the advice one might 
give has been thoroughly tested (Odlin 1989:157).  Yet despite the incompletely 
understood nature of transfer, some of the research on cross-linguistic influence in 
language acquisition do have pedagogical concerns that merit a brief discussion. 
 
4.2.1 Pedagogical implications of cross-linguistic studies  
There are number of reasons for language teachers and linguists to consider 
more closely the problem of transfer. Teaching may become more effective 
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through a consideration of differences between languages and between cultures. 
An English teacher aware of Spanish-based and Korean-based transfer errors, for 
example, will be able to better recognise problems of Spanish-speaking and 
Korean-speaking ESL
14
 students, and most importantly, communicate the 
essential message to students that their linguistic and cultural background are 
significant in the learning process (Odlin 1989:4). Also, consideration of the 
research showing similarities in errors made by learners of different background 
will help teachers to see better what may be difficult or easy for anyone learning 
the language they are teaching (Odlin 1989:4). 
Transfer studies are also relevant to the question of how well non-native 
speakers understand the target language. The preceding chapter showed how 
research indicates that when two languages share a large number of similar words, 
learners’ efforts to read another language will be considerably facilitated. 
Conversely, learners speaking a language with few lexical similarities to the target 
language will be more likely to experience incomprehension or 
miscomprehension. Since vocabulary plays a crucial role in all uses of language, 
teachers should take special care to monitor what words individual students may 
find easy or difficult in reading materials or in spoken language in the classroom 
(Odlin 1989:160). 
One of the most relevant pedagogical questions concerning the study of 
transfer is how specific to each language group any classroom materials should 
be. According to Odlin (1989): 
 
Fries, Lado, and other contrastive theoreticians believed that Spanish-speaking students, 
for example, needed textbooks and other materials very different from those needed by 
Chinese-speaking students. While error research and other investigations did much to 
undermine the credibility of contrastive approaches, comparisons between structures in 
the native language of students and in the target language are still quite common in 
textbooks in certain countries (Odlin 1989:161). 
 
Whatever the merits of contrastive materials in some contexts, it is clear that 
such materials are not always feasible. For example, when an ESL class consists 
of speakers of more than two different languages, there is not likely to be any 
textbook that contrasts English in all of those languages. And even if there were, 
                                                          
14
 ESL: stands for English as a Second Language. 
76 
 
teachers could not profitably spend the class time necessary to illuminate so many 
contrasts (Odlin 1989:162). One more piece of criticism of contrastive analysis 
has been that it emphasises product over process: that is, comparisons of 
languages focus more on static forms and functions in two languages than on the 
way people learn a second language. Beyond a doubt, teachers must be concerned 
not only with forms and functions, but also with the learning process. Although 
transfer is only one aspect of that process, it is a crucial one (Odlin 1989:161).  
In conclusion, considered the multiethnic nature prevailing in society, 
becoming familiar with the culture as well as the language of their students should 
be a primary goal for teachers, just like students usually have to become 
somewhat familiar with the culture in which the target language is used (Odlin 
1989:163). 
 
4.2.2 Multilingual language instruction 
Certainly the concept of multi-competence has important consequences for the 
figure of language teacher. Conventionally, one of language teachers’ aims has 
been creating L2 competences in their students, differing over whether it is 
grammatical or communicative competence. But in both cases the competence 
aimed at has been that of the native speaker. Much syllabus design has 
concentrated first on making elaborate descriptions of the knowledge or behaviour 
of the native speaker and secondly on selecting which parts of it the students need 
to acquire and be taught. Other approaches have looked at the activities or tasks 
that are possible in the L2 classroom without reference to the use of the L2 
outside that setting (Cook 1992). 
 As Cook (1992) notes, the National Criteria for Teaching Modern Languages 
in the UK lists the international goals of communicating with native speakers and 
the personal aims of developing language awareness, but no mention is made of 
the student as a multi-lingual user. Cook remarks that a syllabus that does not take 
the particular nature of L2 users into account is inadequate. (Cook 1992).  
But as we have seen throughout, “language teaching should try to produce 
multi-competent individuals not ersatz native speakers” (Cook 1992), so that, in 
recent years, there have been signs of some movement in this direction. For 
example, the Institute of Linguists’ examinations test whether candidates can 
mediate between two languages. At beginners level this may be reading an L2 
travel brochure or listening to L2 answer phone messages to get information that 
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can be used in the L1. At advanced stages it might be researching a topic through 
reading L2 in order to write L1 report in the L1. In this international use of a 
second language the L2 learner is not becoming an imitation of a native speaker 
but a person who can stand between two languages, using both when appropriate 
to the situation (Cook 1992).  
Multi-competence also affects actual teaching.  
When characterising foreign language instruction in the 20
th
 century, Cook 
points out researchers’ and teachers’ belief in the necessity to avoid the first 
language in the classroom and takes an opposing view, arguing that the value of 
the L1 in the classroom should be emphasised (Cook 2002:237).  
Many modern teaching methods treat the L2 in isolation from the first 
language. Whether it is the communicative approach, the audiolingual method or 
the older direct method, the first language is shunned in the classroom.  
This is the heritage of the way of teaching deaf children language by making 
them sit on their hands so that they cannot use sign language (Cook 1992).  
Nevertheless, the L1 is present in the L2 learners' minds, whether the teacher 
wants it to be there or not. The L2 knowledge that is being created in them is 
connected in all sorts of ways with their L1 background and recognising this shifts 
the emphasis in the teaching techniques that are used (Cook 1992).  
Cook’s understanding of the advantages of using the L1 in a foreign language 
class focuses mainly on the didactic process itself, especially to keep discipline, 
explain grammar or check comprehension (Gabryś-Barker 2006, in Arabski 
2006:164-165).  
 One possible teaching method is the one known as the ‘new concurrent 
approach’ (Faltis, 1989), which legitimises code-switching within the class by 
allowing it to happen at certain key points.  
In a class of English taught to Spanish children, the teacher can switch to 
Spanish when concepts are important, when the students are getting distracted, or 
when the student should be praised or told off.   
The teacher may switch to English when revising a lesson that has been already 
given in Spanish (Cook 1992).   
Another possibility is ‘reciprocal language teaching’ (Hawkins 1981; Cook 
1989) in which two people with similar interests and who want to learn each 
other's language are paired and requested to alternate languages according to 
specific systems. These are only two of the ways in which multi-competence 
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might be recognised in the classroom; many others remain to be worked out 
(Cook 1992).  
However, according to Gabryś-Barker (2006), what seem to be missing from 
Cook’s emphasis on the importance of the use of the students’ native language in 
the classroom  is the need for the development of metacognitive knowledge about 
the learners’ L1. Metacognitive knowledge refers to person knowledge, that is to 
say one’s individual learning profile; learner’s task knowledge and strategic 
knowledge, that is the ability to perform. It is a facilitative factor in planning, 
monitoring and evaluating one’s performance. In Gabryś-Barker’s view, 
metacognition, in terms of its actual application in task performance, combined 
with the productive proficiency of a native speaker, could facilitate foreign 
language development. The use of prior knowledge, i.e. of one’s L1, could 
contribute to learners’ success both at the cognitive level, that is objective 
language progress, and at the affective level, reducing learners’ anxiety (Gabryś-
Barker 2006, in Arabski 2006:163-165). 
The introduction of elements of language awareness, then, not only from the 
L2, but from the L1 as well, would allow learners to become more confident and 
autonomous language learners and consequently better language users (Gabryś-
Barker 2006, in Arabski 2006:163-165). 
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Chapter 5 
 
 
Data Analysis 
 
 
Studies of cross-linguistic influence in SLA have been conducted at all the 
linguistic levels: phonological, lexical, syntactical and semantic, whilst transfer 
from non-native languages has received no detailed treatment. Nevertheless, 
cross-linguistic influence between native and non-native languages in a European 
context has been shown to occur primarily in lexis. The effect of grammar and 
phonology is accorded much less space and importance (Ringbom 1987:114). 
 
Assuming that, as has been shown in the previous chapters, cross-linguistic 
influence does occur in the acquisition of a foreign language, the aim of this 
chapter is to establish how and to what extent both native and non-native 
languages influence the oral performance of Cardiff University’s fourth and 
second year learners of Italian. For the purpose of this analysis, I will concentrate 
on the syntactic and lexical levels only. In order to provide material for a 
comparative study of cross-linguistic influence, translations may be used. All the 
examples and comments made by the subjects have not been corrected and are 
presented in their original form. 
 
 
5.1 Syntax and cross-linguistic influence 
Empirical studies of second language syntax have fueled much of the debate 
regarding language transfer. In his discussion on the notion of syntactic transfer, 
Odlin (1989) reviews empirical studies which have showed considerable evidence 
both for positive and negative transfer related to issues such as articles, word-
order, relative clauses and negation. In this section, I will analyse a sample of my 
data concentrating on errors related to word order, relative clauses, pro-drop 
parameter, tenses and other more generic grammatical considerations. 
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5.1.1 Word order 
Odlin affirms that word order has been one of the most intensively studied 
syntactic properties in SLA research and that it has been useful for a better 
understanding of transfer (Odlin 1989:85). In connection with it, the ‘competition 
model’ by Bates and MacWhinney (1982) could be illuminating in order to 
understand the way sentence interpretation takes place (Gass, Selinker 2001:192). 
The competition model, similarly to other psycholinguistic approaches to SLA, 
is concerned with how language is used (i.e. performance), as opposed to being 
concerned with the underlying structure of language (i.e. competence). A major 
concept inherent in the model is that speakers must have a way to determine 
relationships among elements in a sentence (Gass, Selinker 2001:103).  
Language processing involves competition among various cues, each of which 
contributes to a different resolution in sentence interpretation. Although the range 
of cues is universal (i.e. the limits of the kinds of cues one uses are universally 
imposed), there are language-specific instantiations of cues and language-specific 
strength assigned to cues (Gass, Selinker 2001:193). 
In the case of English and Italian, the two languages of interest in this section,  
the basic word order, for both languages, is one in which grammatical subjects 
precede verbs (or verb phrases), which in turn precede objects, and thus the 
abbreviation which characterises the order of constituents in a clause is SVO. The 
basic difference between the two languages considered here is that they vary 
considerably in terms of ‘rigidity’, a factor mainly ascribable to the pro-drop 
parameter, topic discussed in 5.1.3. (Chapetón 2008:55).  
English word order is rigidly of the form subject verb object (SVO). Consider 
the English sentence (example from Gass, Selinker 2001:193): 
 
The cows eat the grass. 
 
Native speakers of English use various cues to determine that the cows is the 
subject and the grass is the object. First of all, they know that in active declarative 
sentences, the first noun or noun phrase is typically the subject of the sentence. 
Second, knowledge of the meaning of lexical items contributes to correct 
interpretation. Third, English speakers use animacy criteria (i.e. whether the noun 
is animate or inanimate) to establish grammatical relationships. Finally, 
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morphology (in this case, subject-verb agreement) contributes to interpretation 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:193). 
However, there are examples where interpretation is not so straightforward, 
sentences where convergence among the elements is not the result and a sort of 
competition among the various cues arises: 
 
 *The grass eats the cows. 
 
In this case, English speakers are confused, since there is competition as to 
which element belongs to the subject slot. Using word order as a cue, the grass 
should be the subject; using meaning and animacy as cues, the cows is the most 
likely subject; using morphology agreement as a cue, it is the grass  again. Thus, 
in this unusual sentence, there is a breakdown in the English use of cues and then 
there is competition as to which noun phrase will fill the subject slot.  
Different languages resolve the conflict in different ways. Whereas English 
uses word order and agreement as primary determinants, Italian resolve the 
problem of interpretation by taking heed of other factors (Gass, Selinker 
2001:193-194). 
In what follows there are examples that illustrate some word order possibilities 
in Italian, which vary in intonation as well in syntax (examples taken from 
Chapetón 2008:55): 
 
SVO Io mangio la mela. [I eat the apple]
15
. 
VOS Mangio la mela io. [Eat the apple I]. 
OVS La mela la mangio io. [The apple it eat I]. 
VSO Mangio io la mela. [Eat I the apple]. 
 
In Italian, word order is flexible and  SVO, VOS, and OVS orders are allowed 
in conversational speech, and VSO is permitted in written prose (Chapetón 
2008:55). Given the large number of word order possibilities, it follows that in 
Italian word order assumes a lesser role in interpretation than it does in English.  
When the language has freer word order, the grammatical position of the 
subject may be less important and a reliance on bound morphology together with 
                                                          
15
Back-translations are provided in square brackets.  
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semantic and pragmatic influences correspondingly assumes greater significance 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:194). 
When acquiring a second language then, the great difficulty in interpreting the 
relationships among the elements of a sentence concerns fundamental differences 
between syntax-based languages and meaning/pragmatics-based languages. As we 
have seen, in English there is one basic word order possibility in declarative 
sentences whilst in Italian there are many.  
The research conducted within the competition model suggests that learners 
have to choose between native language and target language cues. The resolution 
of this conflict is such that learners first resort to their NL interpretation strategies 
and, upon recognition of the incongruity between TL and NL systems, resort to 
universal selection of meaning-based cues as opposed to syntax-based cues before 
gradually adopting the appropriate TL biases as their L2 proficiency increases 
(Gass, Selinker 2001:196-197). 
As a consequence, whilst speakers of a flexible language learning English may 
formulate erroneous sentences, using several word orders which are not allowed 
in the target language, for English speakers learning Italian, rigid word order may 
be quite helpful in their production. Even if they may experience comprehension 
difficulties related to the relatively flexible word order of Italian, the rigid word 
order that characterises their mother tongue is advantageous because it simplifies 
language processing routines (Odlin 1989:87-88). Comparative evidence cited by 
Granfors and Palmberg (1976) suggests that native speakers of a language with a 
rigid word order, such as Swedish, make fewer errors than speakers of a language 
with a flexible order, such as Finnish (Odlin 1989:91). 
As suggested by Odlin, rigidity seems to be a transferable property. (Odlin 
1989:87). English native speakers learning Italian assume rigid word order as the 
first hypothesis, just like in their NL. As a result, according with my data, I may 
say that most of the learners’ sentences were correctly constructed transferring the 
rigid SVO order from English into Italian and I may affirm that positive transfer 
took place in this context. Nevertheless, in some instances, assuming a rigid word 
order may have negative effects in terms of speech flow and some phrasal 
elements that in Italian would be preferably emphasised by marked structures lose 
their emphasis, as shown in the following example: 
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Eddie: alla fine lui incontra lei ma a lei non piace lui. 
From English: in the end he meets her but she doesn’t like him. 
More accurate verbalisation: alla fine lui la incontra ma a lei non piace lui. 
 
I may suggest even a more accurate construction, that is a left dislocation: 
 
alla fine lui la incontra ma, a lei, lui non le piace. 
 
Even if syntactic dislocations constitute a highly employed phenomenon in 
Italian, especially in oral production, not even a case of such construction is found 
in second year students’ conversations. They also rarely appear in the fourth year 
students’ performance. 
Other constituents besides subject, verb and object are also subject to word 
order rules. In the data obtained from my study group’s conversations, I found a 
strong tendency from learners to follow English norms for the placement of 
adverbs and adjectives. 
The following examples show how native language influence accounts for the 
placement of the Italian adverbs anche and solo within clauses. As the English 
norm predicts, focusing adverbs such as even, only, also, mainly, just are 
supposed to appear after the ‘be’ verb, after auxiliary verbs and before other 
verbs. The same rule counts for frequency adverbs such as never, rarely, 
sometimes, often, usually, always, later. 
 
Dalila: *i suoi genitori viaggiano anche. 
Correct verbalisation: anche i suoi genitori viaggiano. 
From English: her parents travel also. 
 
Zoe: *è perché io anche ho due sorelle. 
Correct verbalisation: è perché io ho anche due sorelle 
From English: it’s because I also have got two sisters. 
 
Zoe: *io solo vedo i miei nonni due volte all’anno. 
Correct verbalisation: vedo i miei nonni solo due volte all’anno. 
From English: I only see my grandparents twice a year. 
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Anais: *noi solo mangiamo questa galette. 
Correct verbalisation: mangiamo solo questa galette. 
From English: we only have/eat galette.  
 
Eddie: *loro non mai incontrano nel fino. 
Correct verbalisation: loro alla fine non si incontrano mai. 
From English: they never meet in the end. 
 
Michela: *quando siamo a casa sempre mangiamo insieme. 
Correct verbalisation: quando siamo a casa mangiamo sempre insieme. 
From English: when we are at home we always eat together. 
 
Imagine: *i miei coinquilini, che fanno francese, sempre fare scambio. 
Correct verbalisation: i miei coinquilini, che fanno francese, fanno sempre  
scambio. 
From English: my housemates, who study French, they always mix  
(the two languages).  
 
Learners’ reliance on their first language is also notable in transfer regarding 
the placement of the adjective before the noun, a pattern that does not correspond 
to the Italian norm, as exemplified: 
 
Eddie: *è per il presentazione o per gli orale esame?. 
Correct verbalisation: è per la presentazione o per l’esame orale?. 
From English: is that for the presentation or for the oral exam?. 
 
Eddie: *lui va alla sua casa. 
Correct verbalisation ‘lui va a casa sua.  
From English: he goes back to his home. 
 
Peppa: *si può comprare qualcos’altra e si può prenderla vicino a mia casa. 
Correct verbalisation: si può comprare qualcos’altro e prenderlo vicino a casa  
mia.             
From English: we can buy something else e get it close to my home. 
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Further examples of negative syntactic transfer from the mother tongue are the 
following ones, in which a second year student adopts the typical English word 
order of interrogative sentences when speaking Italian: 
 
Eddie: *che cosa Babbo Natale indossa?. 
Correct verbalisation: che cosa indossa Babbo Natole?. 
From English: what does Santa Claus wear?. 
 
Eddie: *quando questo succede?. 
Correct verbalisation: quando succede (questo)?. 
From English: when does this/it happen?. 
         
5.1.2 Relative clauses  
Although there is no necessary connection between the position of words and 
phrases in a clause and the position of clauses in a sentence, some research 
suggests important relations. The SVO order of English appears to constrain the 
use of relative clauses following the subject of the main clause (Odlin 1989:97). 
English, like Italian, is a right branching direction language, that is relative 
clauses appear to the right of the head noun, as in the following example (example 
from Odlin 1989:98): 
 
The musician who played at the concert is from China. 
Il musicista che/il quale ha suonato al concerto viene dalla Cina. 
 
Apart from the order of clauses in a sentence, in the case of relative clauses 
another crucial factor is the grammatical ‘role’ of nouns and pronouns. Keenan 
(1985) defines restrictive relativisation as a construct usually having a ‘domain 
noun’ and invariably having a modifying clause. For example, the above sentence 
has a relative construction consisting of a domain noun, in this case musician, and 
a clause modifying the noun, in this case, who played at the concert (Odlin 
1989:99). One of the most common patterns in relative clauses is to have within 
the clause a pronoun with the same referent as the domain noun, i.e. who and 
musician in the preceding example. However, one important difference between 
the main clauses and the pronoun in relative clauses is that they take different 
grammatical roles. While who functions as subject within the subordinate clause 
86 
 
and musician as subject within the main clause, this is not the only grammatical 
role that may occur, as the five following examples show (examples taken from 
Odlin 1989:100): 
 
    DO         The musician whom we met at the concert is from China. 
               Il musicista che/il quale incontrammo al concerto viene dalla Cina. 
IO          The musician to whom we sent the message is from China. 
               Il musicista al quale inviammo il messaggio viene dalla Cina. 
OPREP  The musician from whom we got the message is from China. 
               Il musicista dal quale abbiamo ricevuto il messaggio viene dalla Cina. 
GEN       The musician whose son played at the concert is from China. 
                Il musicista il cui figlio suonò al concerto viene dalla Cina. 
OCOMP The musician who George is taller than is from China. 
                Il musicista del quale George è più alto viene dalla Cina. 
 
In each of the above sentences musician is the subject of the main clause, but in 
each sentence, the relative pronoun takes a different grammatical role: direct 
object (DO), indirect object (IO), prepositional object (OPREP), genitive and 
object of comparison (OCOMP). 
 Characteristics of relative clause structure, such as pronoun retention, pose an 
interesting problem for second language acquisition researchers. As a matter of 
fact, there is considerable cross-linguistic variation in relative clause structures, 
and such variation may occasion language transfer (Odlin 1989:101). This is the 
case in the following examples where the English pronouns who and that are used 
to express the relation of subject and prepositional object respectively clashing 
with the Italian norm: 
 
Eddie: *a lei piace il ragazzo chi parla francese. 
Correct verbalisation: a lei piace il ragazzo che/il quale parla francese. 
     From English: she likes the boy who speaks French.  
 
Eddie: *mangiamo solo con la famiglia chi abitano nella casa. 
Correct verbalisation: mangiamo solo con la famiglia che abita nella casa. 
From English: we eat only with the family who lives in the house. 
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Dalila:*Poi voi avete anche polite tense, però secondo me in Inghilterra è il             
modo che dici la cosa (che conta). 
Correct verbalisation: poi voi avete anche la polite tense, però secondo me in  
Inghilterra è il modo in cui dici la cosa (che conta). 
From English: then you have got the polite tense also, but in my opinion, in  
English it is the way (that) you say a thing (that matters). 
 
Structures that are high language-specific are another aspect of relative clauses 
warranting further investigation. For example, English makes use of a somewhat 
unusual relative clause pattern that does not have a relative pronoun but a stranded 
preposition marking an IO or OPREP position in a clause, like in the following 
example (example taken from Odlin1989:104): 
 
I want the pencil I write with. 
*Voglio la matita che scrivo con.  
 
Such peculiar English structure is evidently transferred in Eddie’s production: 
 
Eddie: *quando sono stato in Italia, le persone sono stato con… Loro guidano  
con le gambe, con gomiti! 
Correct verbalisation: quando sono stato in Italia, le persone con cui sono  
stato… Loro guidano con le gambe, con i gomiti! 
From English: when I was in Italy, the people I stayed with… They drive with  
their legs and elbows! 
 
A similar high English specific structure is transferred in the following 
sentence from another second year student: 
 
Georgia: *la scuola che andiamo a. 
Correct verbalisation: la scuola dove andiamo. 
From English: the school that we go to. 
 
Also the following sentences are obtained by paraphrasing typical English 
syntactic structures: 
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Michela: *la mamma ha la stessa importanza che il padre. 
Correct verbalisation: la mamma ha la stessa importanza del padre. 
From English: the mother has the same importance as the father. 
 
Eddie: *qui fa più piove che abito, abitavo. 
Correct verbalisation: qui piove di più rispetto a dove abitavo. 
From English: it rains more than where I used to live. 
 
5.1.3 Pro-drop parameter 
Another focus of attention of cross-linguistic research regarding syntactic 
transfer has been the issue of the pro-drop parameter.  
One of the most striking differences between a language such as English and a 
language such as Italian is the fact that in English, except for the imperatives, it is 
necessary to have an overt subject in sentences, whereas in Italian it is not. Italian, 
in fact, is a language in which certain classes of pronouns may be omitted when 
they can be  pragmatically and morphologically inferable (Chapetón 2008:57).  
Few studies have investigated syntactic transfer in the acquisition of an L2 that 
does allow null subjects, as the case of Italian. Jin (1994) for instance, found that 
learners whose L1 was English, a language which does not allow null elements, 
excessively overproduce subject and object pronouns in the L2 (Chapetón 
2008:56-57). 
In line with what discussed above, my data analysis reveals that one of the 
most common properties that influenced the learners’ interlanguage, especially the 
second years students’ interlanguage, is an overproduction of subject and object 
pronouns which leads not to an erroneous production but to a redundant syntax, as 
the following extract demonstrates: 
 
Eddie: Luca voglio trovare la ragazza della festa perché lui non può trovarla,  
ma lui non sa che è la figlia del suo professore, così lui va alla sua casa e loro  
sono vicino ma loro non mai incontriamo.  
 
Eddie: gli studenti hanno esami per ogni corso. Il Governamento cambia il  
sistema così gli studenti devono fare un esame alla fine della corso ma loro  
hanno fatto molti esami por ogni corso. 
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Peppa: il catalizzatore è quando lui è trovato dalla polizia con la droga così  
lui è in carcere e il suo padre arriva e lui fa finta di essere molto arrabbiato. 
 
5.1.4 Tenses  
Syntactic transfer needs to be studied at the level of tenses too. Transfer from 
English into Italian seems to be favoured by the different meaning of tenses in the 
two languages and learners draw from their L1 while transferring a peculiar aspect 
of the English progressive tense. 
In English, progressive tense, which is expressed with the use of be + ing form, 
can be used to communicate current as well as future activity. Besides, while in 
English, both the will tense and the progressing tense can be used to express the 
future meaning, the Italian equivalent for the present continuous cannot be used to 
such purpose. 
Syntactic transfer of this English usage into Italian produces sentences such as: 
 
Dalila: *se volete venire stasera noi stiamo andando. 
Correct verbalisation: se volete venire stasera, noi andiamo/andremo. 
From English: if you want to come tonight we are going. 
 
Another interesting common interlanguage error due to the influence of the 
native language concerns the choice of the auxiliary verb. English and Italian 
differ in the extent to which they exhibit a regular mapping between syntax and 
semantics in the domain of intransitive verbs (Sorace 1995, in Eubank, Selinker 
and Sharwood Smith 1995:153). As the unaccusative hypothesis claims, in fact, 
intransitive verbs fall into two subclasses: unaccusative verbs and unergative 
verbs. The hypothesis is based on a number of phenomena that differentiate 
between the two subclasses of verbs. Some properties depend entirely on the 
structural position of the argument of the verb, whereas others see the auxiliary 
selection as one of the most important manifestation of unaccusativity. Thus, for 
instance unaccusatives select the auxiliary verb essere in Italian, whereas 
unergatives select avere.  
Bearing this in mind, one would expect that starting from a language such as 
English, which presents a scarcity of morphosyntactic reflexes of the 
unaccusative/unergative distinction, learners might face problems of learnability, 
since they would have to reconsider the syntactic status of the L1 verbs. The 
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following examples are manifestations of the difficulty experienced from both 
second and fourth year students in the acquisition of the unaccusative/unergative 
distinction property required by the target language: 
 
Peppa: *allora voi avete già incontrato prima di quest’anno?. 
Correct verbalisation: allora vi siete già incontrate prima di quest’anno?. 
From English: have you met before this year, then?. 
 
Georgina: *molti hanno partito per l’Italia. 
Correct verbalisation: molti sono partiti per l’Italia. 
From English: many of us have left to Italy. 
 
Dalila: *ha venuto a trovarci tre volte. 
Correct  verbalisation: è venuto a trovarci tre volte. 
From English: he has come to visit us three times. 
 
5.1.5  Other considerations 
One more syntactic pattern that leads students to errors is related to subject-
verb agreement. Both English and Italian grammar predict that the subject and the 
finite verb should have the same number, i.e. both should occur either with a 
plural or a singular form. But in some cases, singularity and plurality among 
English words and their Italian counterparts may not correspond. This issue might 
explain the reason for the number agreement errors in the following sentence: 
Peppa: *quando ci sono troppa gente si deve aspettare. 
Correct verbalisation: quando c’è troppa gente si deve aspettare. 
From English: when there are so many people we need to wait.   
Another difference between English and Italian concerns number mismatches 
among “nouns referring to items of which each of a number of individuals has 
only one. This is noticeable, particularly, but no means exclusively, with body 
parts and items of clothing” (Maiden, Robustelli 2007:33). In a sentence such as 
‘they all wear red noses’, it is of course the fact that each of the subjects the 
learner refers to has got a red nose, and it is this fact which determines the use of a 
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singular in Italian. Such number mismatch between English and Italian leads the 
fourth year learner to error, as exemplified: 
Peppa: *Indossano tutti i nasi rossi. 
Correct verbalisation: indossano tutti il naso rosso. 
From English: they all wear red noses. 
So far, only the first and the target language have been compared. 
Nevertheless, my data have brought to light a specific syntactic aspect in which 
both first and third language influence emerge. English, as well as Spanish or 
French, differs somewhat from Italian in their syntactic characteristics regarding 
the use of prepositions. Errors derived from English, French and Spanish 
influence were conspicuous in both second and fourth year students, as shown 
below: 
Sean: *è un posto molto bello a vivere. 
Correct verbalisation: è un posto molto bello dove/in cui vivere. 
From French: ‘c’est un lieu assez agreeable à vivre’/ From English: it’s a nice  
place to be. 
 
Michela: *io sento che in Inghilterra non sentiamo odio a Gallesi. 
Correct verbalisation: io credo che in Inghilterra non odiamo i Gallesi. 
From Spanish: yo creo que en Angleterra no odiamos a los Galeses. 
 
Eddie: *avete fatto bene con l’esame?. 
Correct verbalisation: avete fatto bene l’esame?. 
From English: did you do well with your exam?. 
 
Georgina: *sfruttare dell’occasione. 
Correct verbalisation: sfruttare l’occasione. 
From English: to take advantage of the situation. 
 
Peppa: *il livello di integrazione dipende sulla lingua. 
Correct verbalisation: il livello di integrazione dipende dalla lingua. 
From English: the level of integration depends on the language. 
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Peppa: *forse su quest’altro giorno c’è un altro esame. 
Correct verbalisation: forse quest’altro giorno c’è un altro esame. 
From English: maybe on that other day there is one more exam. 
 
Georgina: *hanno una tendenza per integrarsi. 
Correct verbalisation: hanno una tendenza a integrarsi. 
From English: they have got a tendency to integrate. 
 
Megan: *ci vuole un po’ di tempo di fare queste cose. 
Correct verbalisation: ci vuole un po’ di tempo per fare queste cose. 
From English: you need some time to do this stuff.   
 
Sean: *Cardiff è abbastanza piccola quindi facile di conoscere. 
Correct verbalisation: Cardiff è abbastanza piccola quindi è facile da  
conoscere. 
From English: Cardiff is quite small so it’s easy to know it. 
 
Sean: *ho volato di Hong Kong. Abbiamo fatto viaggio a Vietnam. 
Corract verbalisation: ho volato da Hong Kong. Abbiamo fato un viaggio  
in Vietnam. 
From English: I flew from Hong Kong. We travelled to Vietnam. 
 
Georgina: *venire a nostro paese. 
Correct verbalisation: venire nel nostro paese. 
From English: to come to our country. 
 
Peppa: *avete amici in Londra? 
Correct verbalisation: avete degli amici a Londra? 
From English: have you got any friends in London? 
 
Peppa: *c’è una donna nella finestra. 
Correct verbalisation: c’è una donna alla finestra. 
From English: there is a woman in the window. 
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Georgina: *non è caro uscire nella sera. 
Correct verbalisation: non è caro uscire la sera. 
From English: it’s not expensive going out in the night. 
 
 
5.2 Lexis and cross-linguistic influence 
Many language teachers and linguists believe that similarities and 
dissimilarities in word forms, along with similarities and dissimilarities in word 
meanings, play a major role in how quickly a particular foreign language may be 
learned by speakers of another language (Odlin 1989:77). Nevertheless, for lexical 
transfer errors, cross-linguistic similarity between the words is not a primary 
source of error, although it may be a contributory factor (Ringbom 1987:121). 
In terms of cross-linguistic transfer at a lexical level, Ringbom’s work has been 
one of the most influential contributions. In his study (1987), he analysed about 
11,000 written essays of Finnish learners of English with Swedish as a second 
language, founding great predominance of both L1 and L2 influence on lexis. 
Ringbom argues that the cross-linguistic similarities between the L1 and the L2 
can be assumed to play an important role in the storage of lexical items, but he 
clarifies that lexical influence can manifest itself in a more complex way which 
goes beyond merely formal similarities between individual items. As already 
discussed in 3.1.4, overt cross-linguistic influence can be divided into transfer and 
borrowings as the end-points of a continuum in which there are some elements in 
between. Those elements are loan translations, semantic extensions, false friends, 
hybrids, blends and relexifications and complete language shifts (Ringbom 
1987:112-117). In a later study, Ringbom (2001) observes that lexical transfer 
errors can be related to form and meaning distinctively and he proposes a new 
classification of five categories: deceptive cognates (false friends), coinages 
(blends and hybrids) and language switches, belonging to the category of transfer 
of form; calques and semantic extensions, related to transfer of meaning 
(Chapetón 2008:58). Gabryś-Barker (2006) applies Ringbom’s classification in 
her study of lexical processing in the context of trilingual language users (L1: 
Portuguese, L2: English, L3: German). The major assumption of the study was in 
fact that the language of input is the main variable in determining language 
processing and the final outcome, the multilingual students’ translation of a text. 
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The study then focused on the analysis of types of lexical search observed and the 
examples of transfer errors resulting from the activation and interaction of the 
languages involved in the task (Gabryś-Barker 2006:144-166).  
I found Ringbom’s work on lexical transfer very illuminating for the 
development of this analysis. Even if he initially studied lexical transfer in the 
context of writing production (1987) he developed a very useful taxonomy 
perfectly applicable, in this case, to oral production of low and high proficiency 
learners of Italian as a foreign language in an instructional setting.  
In line with the literature discussed above, Ringbom’s classification (1987) was 
taken and adapted by considering also Ringbom’s (2001) distinction between 
transfer of form and transfer of meaning. 
 
5.2.1 Transfer of form 
Both L1 and L2 influence is manifested in the use of deceptive cognates, 
coinages and code-switching. The frequency of errors in these three categories, 
which of course shade into each other and have no hard and fast borderlines, is 
considerably high. Where L1 and L2 influence can be seen, cross-linguistic 
formal similarity with the TL provides the underlying reason for the majority of 
instances. 
Despite the advantages of a large lexicon shared by the two or three languages 
known by the learner, there are nevertheless pitfalls in the forms of  deceptive 
cognates, that is ‘false friends’. A large number of errors due to L1 or L2 
influence are in fact the examples of false friends, where an English, Spanish or 
French word and an Italian word are formally similar, which causes confusion in 
the learner’s mind.  
Deceptive cognates manifest themselves when there is formal cross-linguistic 
similarity between items, whose semantic relationships may vary from wholly 
different to near-identical or identical meaning in some contexts (Ringbom 
1987:116): 
 
 Wholly different meaning:  
IL form: camere, from English: cameras. TL intended meaning: 
telecamere. English translation of the wrong meaning: bedrooms.  
IL form: attualmente, from English: actually. TL intended meaning: in 
realtà. English translation of the wrong meaning: currently. 
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IL form: succedere, from English: to succeed. TL intended meaning: 
riuscire. English translation of the wrong meaning: to happen. 
IL form: lettura, from English: lecture. TL intended meaning: lezione. 
English translation of the wrong meaning: reading. 
IL form: argomento, from English: argument. TL intended meaning: 
discussion. English translation of the wrong meaning: topic. 
IL form: questioni, from English: questions. TL intended meaning: 
domande. English translation of the wrong meaning: 
metters/discussions.  
IL form: ripassare, from French: répasser. TL intended meaning: stirare. 
French translation of the wrong meaning: réviser. 
 Similar, but in no context identical meaning:  
IL form: avviso, from English: advise. TL intended meaning: consiglio. 
English translation of the wrong meaning: announcement. 
 In some, but no all contexts identical or near-identical meaning: 
IL form: soggetti, from English: subjects. TL intended meaning: 
materie. 
IL form: finalmente, from English: finally. TL intended meaning: alla 
fine. 
IL form: collegio, from English: college. TL intended meaning: scuola 
superiore. 
   
Coinages derive from insufficient awareness of intended linguistic forms, 
instead of which a modified form of a TL word is used (Ringbom 2001:65). The 
result is the creation of a non-existent item in the TL, a so-called foreignised word 
(Gabryś-Barker 2006:145). 
Coinages, that is to say hybrids and blends and relexifications, are 
morphological or phonological modifications of items in comparison with the 
target language norm (Ringbom 1987:116). They all provide concrete evidence of 
interaction between two or three languages in the learner’s mind (Ringbom 
1987:123).  
Hybrids and blends are forms consisting of morphemes of different languages 
(Ringbom 1987:123). In speech and writing there may be very strong constraints 
working against the transfer of bound morphemes, which are prefixes, suffixes, 
and any other forms that are meaningful yet incapable of standing alone (Odlin 
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1989:82). A number of scholars have claimed that the transfer of bound 
grammatical morphemes is rare or nonexistent. However, in the case of two 
languages with many lexical similarities, such as Spanish and Italian, the transfer 
of bound morphemes in speech appears to be quite possible (Odlin 1989:82-83).  
The following examples can be considered as instances of lexical interlanguage 
transfer, as well as morphological interlanguage transfer, since the pattern of 
similarity between the Spanish non target bound-morpheme and the Italian target 
bound morpheme suggests that activation may also spread to bound-morphemes 
across language systems. All these items do not exist in Italian, they are coinages, 
that is lexical inventions:  
 
IL form: *associación. TL form: associazione. 
 
This item shows how a final year student, Michela, creates the Italian 
interlanguage word *associación by adding the Spanish-bound morpheme –ción 
to the Italian stem associa-. 
 
IL form: *abbastante. TL form: abbastanza. 
 
In this case the entire Spanish word bastante, meaning enough, is embedded in 
the Italian stem ab-. 
 
Furthermore, the following instances may also be noted, where an English 
bound morpheme is transferred into Italian: 
 
IL form: *cocktails. TL form: cocktail. 
 
In this case the fourth year student Georgina transfers the English word 
cocktail, which is accepted into Italian vocabulary, but adding to it the L1 plural 
suffix –s, ignoring that such borrowing in Italian remains invariable even if used 
in its plural sense. 
 
One more example which deserves attention is the word *armadino, created by 
the second year student Eddie, by attaching, in this case, the TL morpheme –ino 
to the Italian stem armad-, meaning comodino. In this case, the student shows to 
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be able to select the right Italian masculine diminutive suffix and attach it to the 
most similar word he knows to the Italian comodino, that is armadio. His attempt 
to fill a gap of knowledge gives a peculiar result and an effective example of 
coinage. The same mechanism is activated for the creation of the coinages 
*comunitaria, from the English word community, instead of the Italian correct 
form comunità, for the adjective *proteggente, from the English item protective, 
instead of the TL form protettivo and for the foreignised word *vacumo meaning 
the Italian aspirapolvere, from the English counterpart vacuum. 
 
In other instances, L1 or L2 and TL procedures may interact resulting in 
relexifications, where an L1 or L2 word is modified phonologically to fit TL 
norms better, often on the basis of perceived cross-linguistic patterns or 
phonological correspondences (Ringbom 1987:116). The following examples 
show how an English, Spanish or French word has been activated in the learner’s 
mind and then ‘relexified’, thus modified phonologically, to make it conform 
more closely to the perceived Italian norm: 
 
IL form:*torchino, from English form: turkey. TL form: tacchino. 
IL form: *subtile, from English form: subtitles. TL form: sottotitoli. 
IL form: *catalisto, from English form catalyst. TL form: elemento  
catalizzatore. 
IL form: *governamento, from English government. TL form: governo. 
IL form: *recivi, from English to receive. TL form: ricevi. 
IL form; *gesticulare, from English to gesticulate. TL form: gesticolare. 
IL form: *cevale, from French chaval. TL form: cavallo. 
IL form: *surprisa, both from English form: surpise or from Spanish form:  
surpisa
16
. TL form: sorpresa. 
 
Finally, most of the words which appear in the Italian production are taken 
over in unmodified English, French or Spanish form. This is due to the 
phenomenon of code-switching, that consists in a complete language shift, which 
differs from the hybrids, blends and relexifications and lexical transfer of meaning 
in that the search for a lexical item activates a word from the L1 or L2 that is 
                                                          
16
 In this last case, the IL form can also be considered as a borrowing, a language shift, since no 
phonological adaptation has been made. 
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directly embedded without any modification, that is to say borrowings in their 
purest form. (Ringbom 1987:116).  
First of all, as regards the mother tongue, my data highlight that the majority of 
such language switches apply to high-frequency words such as connectors. The 
words that are most frequently shifted are discourse markers such as like (83 
instances) and well (41 instances), as in the following extracts: 
 
Peppa: è importante di..like to involve tutto per like avere un successo di like   
raising money. 
 
Dalila: ci hanno fatto passare con voti altissimi senza avere, senza avere like  
con studenti italiani prima di noi che hanno fatto molto meglio. 
 
Georgia: per entrare a università pubblico tutto le persone sono like lo stesso?  
O deve avere i buoni voti?. 
 
Rosemary:  well, il suo fidanzato arriva, ha preso, la prende, like senza il suo  
nome e il numero di Claudia like senza conoscenza. 
 
Georgina: se per me l’immigrazione è una cosa positiva o negativa? Well  
dipende con, se gli immigrati… 
 
Sean: ho scelto lingue perché well… Non lo so, io voglio viaggiare  verso il  
mondo. 
 
Very few of the other language shifts from the first language can be found in  
more than one or two instances. This probably happens because such L1 words 
are employed when an accurate Italian counterpart does not exist, as in the 
following extract: 
 
Peppa: sì c’è una charity movember per il cancro dei testicoli […] gli uomini  
si fanno crescere i baffi per mostrare il sostegno alle persone per raise  
awareness. […] E red nose day è molto molto popolare nelle scuole e i  
bambini  piccoli tutti fanno questo… And mufti day… is a charity is like a  
tradition, is not…non si dice in generale ma solo per questo evento. 
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Furthermore, what is being observed is that the L1 insertion can be the result of 
the failure and lack of persistence in the lexical search. The topic of conversation 
seems to be too difficult to be managed without the help of the first language. 
Code-switching is therefore employed by students as a learning strategy to fill a 
gap of knowledge, as can be noticed in what follows: 
 
Dalila: non erano like creepy non so come si dice like non sembrano sai tipo  
gli uomini nel Sud che vengono e… Erano più like father figures?. 
 
Georgina: tutti i paesi devono lavorare insieme per what’s to provide?  Per  
fornire like a rescue, to help… E’ più facile essere una comunità più bene se  
tutte le persone..work together?. 
 
Sean: non so come si dice… To encourage? Non incoraggia l’integrazione se  
non parliamo la stessa lingua. 
 
Georgina: Queste persone dopo venire a nostro paese… What’s like the  
training? Il tirocinio non costa nostro paese ma sfruttare dell’occasione. 
 
Dalila: l’anno sotto di noi like… L’anno dopo di noi è andato… How do you  
say tripled? È diventato triplo?. 
 
Dalila: ha comprato tutto per noi like… La roba per la casa, coperte, sheets,  
cos’è sheets? Quella roba che sta sopra il letto?. 
 
Peppa: non ci sono seminars in Italia perché in Inglese c’è un lecture e anche  
un seminar, una classe per ogni soggetto. 
 
Peppa: è per.. raise awareness? Perché c’è uno stigmo, uno stigma per gli  
uomini. Gli uomini non piacciono andare dal dottore a parlare di questi cosi  
quindi Movember è per allevare awareness?. 
 
Georgia: per la maturità abbiamo da A a F, dopo F it’s like fail. 
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Anais
17: per il primo piatto ci sono tanti…ci sono il foie gras, poi…snails, les   
escargots e poi non so come si dice…frutti di mare?.  
 
Nevertheless, the fact that the words most frequently shifted function as clause 
connectors may be relevant here, since their frequency of occurrence in the L1 
facilitates access to them. Furthermore, content words such as noun, verbs, 
numerals, adjectives and most adverbs, are more likely to be selected correctly 
than function words because they carry more meaning than words like 
prepositions, determiners, conjunctions and pronouns do. Ringbom (1987) 
explains the use of L2 function words in L3 oral production by drawing a 
distinction between knowledge and control, claiming that: “with function words 
[..] the attention given to control procedures tends to slacken, since the learner 
gives only peripheral attention to them, normally focusing on those other words in 
his utterance which are communicatively the weightiest” (Ringbom 1987:128). 
Research findings reported in the literature on the acquisition of languages 
beyond the L2 also indicate that in oral production multilinguals tend to use 
function words from their non-native languages rather than their native language, 
provided that the source and the target language are typologically close to each 
other (De Angelis 2005:386). This explains the following examples of code-
switching from French and Spanish respectively: 
 
Sean: sì sono d’accordo avec Peppa. 
 
Sean: ho potuto fare un esame a Aprile, per esempio un po’ donc,  
donc…quindi… 
 
Eddie: Abbiamo esami ma por ogni corso. 
 
Eddie: voglio andare a Milano ma solo por due giorni. 
 
Georgia: si non fai buono, non puoi provare.   
 
Zoe: non è buono per una famiglia avere una frazione y può esserci effetti  
psicologici. 
                                                          
17
 Anais code-switches to French because it is her L1. 
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Occasionally, even content words from Spanish and French, are shifted into 
Italian. The perceived similarity between Spanish/French and Italian in the 
learner’s mind may lead to occasional errors in production. Nevertheless, such 
errors might here compensate for a correspondingly number of L1 induced errors. 
In some cases they are just accidental and, I may add, unintentional errors, 
sometimes promptly self corrected by the learner, as the following examples 
display: 
 
Michela: nelle discoteche a Londra spendiamo mucho, molto. 
 
Michela: sì, il  primero semestre, il primo semestre. 
 
Michela: la città era molto sporca rispetto al Norte de
18
 Italia.  
 
Georgia: per la maturità abbiamo da A a F, dopo F it’s like fail e anche più  
estrella
19
? Che è più buono.  
 
 In other instances, by contrast, they highlight the learners’ effort to draw upon 
any kind of knowledge available to them in order to fill a gap of knowledge and 
reach their communicative goal, as shown below: 
 
Zoe: si paga una sterlina per vestirsi….della ropa20di casa. 
 
Sean: perché era un po’ sale, come si dice dirty? Sale21?. 
 
Rosemary: ma c’è parola per schrimps? Gambas22?. 
 
5.2.2 Transfer of meaning 
Lexical transfer can also occur when there is no morphological similarity 
between words that appear to be semantically equivalent or similar. As a matter of 
fact, a lexical transfer of meaning arises when the learner has presumed an 
                                                          
18
 Norte de is the Spanish translation of ‘North of’. 
19
 Estrella is the Spanish word for ‘star’. 
20
 Ropa is the Spanish word for ‘clothes’. 
21
 Sale is the French word for ‘dirty’. It  means ‘salt’ in Italian. 
22
 Gambas is the Spanish word for ‘shrimps’. 
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identity of semantic structure between the L1 word and the TL word, ignoring the 
fact that there are often grammatical restrictions in one language but not 
necessarily in another, and such restrictions can occasion difficulty (Odlin 
1989:79). 
The meaning transfer is observed in the case of loan translations or calques 
and semantic extensions. Both types of lexical transfer errors are caused by 
awareness of existing TL form but not of semantic/collocational restrictions 
(Ringbom 2001:64). 
Loan translation occurs when the learner has assumed the existence of an 
Italian phrase or compound on the basis of the pattern of L1 combinations. They 
consist in literal translations of complex words or phrases that either do not exist 
or have a meaning different from the intended one (Ringbom 1987:115), as shown 
in the following examples:  
 
Peppa: *fatto da mano. 
Correct verbalisation: fatto a mano. 
From English: handmade/made by hand.  
 
Georgina: *non era un tempo divertente. 
Correct verbalisation: non è stato divertente. 
From English: it wasn’t a good time. 
 
Peppa: *non c’è senso. 
Correct verbalisation: non ha senso. 
From English: there’s no sense. 
 
Anais: *dopo la cena è impossibile avere 13 dolci. 
Correct verbalisation: dopo la cena è impossibile mangiare 13 dolci. 
From English: after dinner, it’s impossible to have 13 cakes. 
 
Georgina: *sono giovani, sono 17. 
Correct verbalisation: sono giovani, hanno 17 anni. 
From English: they are young, they are 17. 
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Eddie: *quando siamo 4 anni abbiamo scuola materna. 
Correct verbalisation: quando abbiamo 4 anni andiamo alla scuola materna. 
From English: when we are 4 we go to the nursery school. 
 
Peppa: *è meglio essere con qualcuno dei vostri propri paese. 
Correct verbalisation: è meglio essere con qualcuno del proprio paese. 
From English: it is better to be with someone of your own country. 
 
Peppa *il suo proprio paese. 
Correct verbalisation: il loro paese. 
From English: their own country. 
 
Georgina: *ci sono anche i medici che mantenersi se stessi. 
Correct versbalisation: ci sono anche i medici che si mantengono. 
From English: *there are also doctors that sustain themselves. 
 
Georgina: *forse è pericoloso, è male immagine. 
Correct verbalisation: forse è pericoloso, è una cattiva immagine. 
From English: maybe it’s dangerous, it’s a bad image. 
 
Peppa: *avere un malinfluenza. 
Correct verbalisation: avere una cattiva influenza. 
From English: to have a bad influence. 
 
Anais: *mi vestito, mi trucco, (lo faccio) per me. 
Correct verbalisation: mi vesto, mi trucco (lo faccio) per me. 
From English: I get dressed, I put make up on, (I do it) for me. 
 
Eddie: *qualche volta 24, ma solo per mezzo di giorno. 
Correct verbalisation: qualche volta il 24, ma solo per mezza giornata. 
From English: sometimes on 24th, but only half of the day. 
 
Loan translations may, however, frequently lead the learner to a fully 
acceptable word, but in these instances a researcher can seldom establish that the 
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use of a word has been the result of lexical transfer of meaning (Ringbom 
1987:115).  
Another example of lexical transfer of meaning is semantic extension. By 
taking over the semantic properties of the L1 equivalent, the learner uses a 
previously known TL word in an extended sense. This leads to a lexical error 
whenever there is a semantic discrepancy between L1 and TL. The procedure 
involved has been called under-differentiation: the learner has selected what 
Arabski (1979) calls a ‘primary counterpart’ and extended its meaning, modelling 
it on the L1 (Ringbom 1987:116). They also consist in the wrong contextual use 
of the word or near synonyms (Gabryś-Barker 2006:145). Examples of semantic 
extensions found in my data are the following ones: 
 
Zoe: *mia nonna è Austriaca ma io non posso parlare tedesco. Ho dimenticato   
molto. 
Correct verbalisation: mia nonna è Austriaca ma io non so parlare tedesco. Ho  
dimenticato molto. 
From English: my grandmother is Austrian but I can’t speak German. I forgot a  
lot. 
 
Eddie: *ho bisogno di comprare tacchino ma non posso trovare verdure. 
Correct verbalisation: ho bisogno di comprare un tacchino ma non riesco a  
trovare le verdure. 
From English: I need to buy turkey but I can’t find vegetables. 
 
In both the above extracts, the IL form potere can be considered a semantic 
extension error, since the English correspondent form can means both sapere and 
potere. The occurrence of this particular kind of IL error is highly frequent both in 
second and fourth year students. 
 
Peppa: *di conoscere qualcuno qualcosa. 
Correct varbalisation: sapere qualcosa di qualcuno. 
From English: to know something about someone. 
 
This interlanguage error is due to the fact that the verb to know in English 
means both conoscere and sapere. 
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Peppa: *il supermercato da i soldi alla carità. 
Correct verbalisation: il supermercato da i soldi ad una organizzazione di  
beneficenza. 
From English: the supermarket gives money to charity.  
 
The word charity here is directly translated into carità. In spite of that, error 
arises whereas the Italian word carità does not entail the meaning of ‘charitable 
organisation, foundation or institution’.  
 
Peppa: *c’è uno stigma per gli uomini. Agli uomini non piacciono andare dal  
dottore a parlare di queste cose. 
Correct verbalisation: c’è vergogna da parte degli uomini. Agli uomini non  
piace andare dal dottore a parlare di queste cose. 
From English: there is a stigma for men. Men don’t like going to the doctor to  
talk about such stuff. 
 
In this case Peppa uses the word stigma assuming that the Italian counterpart 
takes on the meaning of ‘mark of shame or disgrace’ as in English does. 
. 
 
5.3 Findings and discussion 
Overall results show that non-native language influence in students’ production 
is considerably more restricted than L1 influence. Nevertheless, in regard to this 
issue, it is fundamental to consider that not all of the participants had learned 
other languages apart from Italian
23
 and this made it difficult to establish the exact 
level of interference from a non-native language compared with the level of 
interference from the mother tongue on the target language.  
L1 influence is evident both at a syntactic and a lexical level, whilst non-native 
language influence is manifested almost exclusively in lexis.  
An analysis of the main issues of syntactic transfer reveals that word order was 
one of the most common syntactic properties which influenced learners’ 
interlanguage. Even if the majority of the learners’ sentences were correctly 
constructed following the SVO pattern of English, there were some instances, 
                                                          
23
 As specified in chapter 1, ‘Introduction’. 
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related to the placement of other elements such as adjectives and adverbs, like 
anche and sempre, in which a strong tendency from students to follow English 
norms was observed. As regards relative clauses, apart from some incongruities 
between English and Italian concerning the use of wrong relative pronouns,  we 
need to pay attention to two particular constructions, that is ‘le persone sono stato 
con’ and ‘la scuola dove andiamo a’, since they are English specific structures 
directly transferred into Italian. In addition, as for the pro-drop parameter, I may 
say that L1 influence was noticeable in redundant syntactic productions, 
characterising especially the second years students’ interlanguage, due to the 
overproduction of subject and object pronouns. In the use of tenses, in addition to 
errors related to auxiliary selection, there was one but significant instance in 
which a different pattern was used. The sentence ‘se volete venire stasera, noi 
stiamo andando’ is grammatically correct but there is a considerable error in 
meaning, since the student transfers into Italian the English connotation of present 
continuous of expressing future events. Finally, results suggest that cross-
linguistic influence from non-native languages at a syntactic level was 
considerably noticeable in the use of prepositions. In this instance, errors derived 
not only from the first language, but also from French and Spanish were 
conspicuous in both second and fourth year students. 
On the subject of lexical transfer, and more precisely lexical transfer of form, 
the participants’ insertion of whole L1 or L2 words, that is borrowings, and the 
use of created words (coinages) may be explained by the necessity of filling a gap 
of lexical knowledge in the TL in order to overcome problems with vocabulary. 
Therefore, a reliance on all linguistic resources available to them in an attempt to 
fulfill their communicative goal explains the large amount of lexical transfer of 
form identified throughout my data.  
Prior knowledge of Spanish and French as a non-native language particularly 
informs learners choices of surface structures in the target language, mainly 
entailing function words and connectors such as donc, from French, and y, si, por, 
from Spanish. However, considered the outstanding high rate of discourse 
markers such as like (83 instances) and well (41 instances), the primary source of 
function words transfer remains the first language. An explanation based on 
frequency of occurrence of function words may plausibly account for the 
behaviour of speakers who know two languages only, as L1 function words can 
generally be argued to be used more frequently than L1 content words in speech, 
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but it cannot account for the results of my analysis, since participants also made 
extensive use of non target function words from their non-native languages. In 
order to understand the frequency of such borrowings, we must focus on control 
procedures. In fact, according to Ringbom (1987), L2 function words are 
frequently used in TL production because learners focus their attention on the 
most meaningful parts of speech. Since connectors carry less semantic weight 
than content words, learners generally devote less attention to them in the 
production process (Ringbom 1987:128). 
In wither terms, except for complete language shifts of some function words,  
the presence of borrowings, coinages and deceptive cognates in TL production 
depends on perceived similarity of linguistic forms. Examples of coinages 
(hybrids and blends and relexifications) and deceptive cognates (false friends) 
found in my data show how the control procedures may be impeded by formal 
TL-L1/L2 similarities. Furthermore, when lexical items are not fully automatised 
in the students’ mind, it is probably much more difficult to keep apart items which 
are similar in L2 and TL than items which are similar in L1 and L2, and under the 
time pressure of oral communication this appear even more clearly than in any 
other language production. This fact, may explain transfer of words from Spanish 
such as primero instead of primo, estrella instead of stella and Norte instead of 
Nord.  
In terms of transfer of meaning only few instances were identified but also in 
this case it might be relevant that some cases of calques and semantic extensions 
consisted of words and constructions for which simplified one-to-one 
equivalences to L1 can be relatively easy established. 
Of course, the amount of both native and non-native influences may vary 
depending on at least the learner’s degree of automatisation of the language skills 
involved, for this reason, the type of exposure to the foreign language in 
instructional or natural settings and the relatively low or high proficiency level of 
the participants is a determinant factor.  
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Chapter 6 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
 
6.1 Final comments and pedagogical implications 
This work has shown that there has been considerable progress in the study of 
cross-linguistic influence during the last decades. “Yet the controversies that have 
accompanied this progress make it clear that the findings of transfer research must 
be interpreted cautiously” (Odlin 1989:151).  
Viewing transfer or interlanguage transfer as the single most important reality 
of second or third language acquisition is of course risky. Nevertheless, its 
importance is clear in light of the considerable agreement among conclusions 
drawn from the majority of the different types of study considered throughout this 
work. 
Uncertainties in research leave many questions about transfer still unanswered. 
However, a number of conclusions seem to be warranted. 
First of all, cross-linguistic influences occur in all linguistic subsystems. Much 
of the skepticism about transfer has concerned influences involving morphology 
and syntax. However, my analysis, has shown that cross-linguistic influences in 
syntax are evident in a number of areas such as word order, relative clauses and 
use of prepositions. Furthermore, while it does seem to be true that bound 
morphology is less susceptible to transfer, my analysis shows some such cases. 
Second, cross-linguistic influence can sometimes involve unusual structures. 
Native language transfer can involve not typologically common structures as in 
the case of ‘le persone sono stato con’. 
Finally, as announced in the introduction, and in line with Ringbom’s research, 
language distance is a factor that affects transfer. While similarity between 
languages can create problems, such as errors involving false cognates, it also 
often offers important advantages. In fact, the great typological similarity between 
Italian and Spanish seems to have been an especially strong influence on learners’ 
vocabulary selection.  
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A closer look at the sample data discussed in my analysis makes it possible to 
identify many instances of both L1 and L2 influence. The amount of cross-
linguistic influences from the mother tongue were doubtless greater than non-
native language influences. However, any generalisation related to this issue must 
be made bearing in mind that only six of the fourteen participants were trilingual 
users. L1 influences were evident both at syntactic and lexical level, whilst non-
native language influences were recognisable exclusively in lexis. 
At the syntactic level, it was observed that the mother tongue had influences on 
word order, the pro-drop parameter and relative clauses, while cross-linguistic 
influences from Spanish and French were particularly noticeable in the use of 
prepositions. 
Considering cross-linguistic influences at the lexical level, it was observed that 
whilst there were instances of both native and non-native influences in transfer of 
form, interlanguage transfer was completely absent at the level of transfer of 
meaning. 
One important finding is that similarities between Spanish and Italian, and in 
some instances between French and Italian, have had great influence in students’ 
lexical choices. However, while in some instances the presence of cognates 
among non-native languages and the target language could be misleading, in other 
instances it could facilitate acquisition. As a consequence, we may assume that 
students who studied a second language, other than Italian, had an advantage over 
learners who knew no other language than their L1. At any rate, apart from the 
evidence from L1 or L2 influences, the end result remained roughly 
understandable and this is one of the reason why we should consider cross-
linguistic influence as a resource in the acquisition of a foreign language. 
Finally, overall results seem to demonstrate that the more practice the learner 
has had in natural communicative situations, in both L2 or TL, with resulting 
increased automatisation, the more accurate his/her control procedures are. 
 
As far as pedagogical implications are concerned, the results affirm that cross-
linguistic influence has considerable potential to affect the course of acquisition of 
a foreign language. First of all, studies on the matter might be useful to make 
informed decisions regarding textbook selection, for instance, in considering 
which kind of transfer is involved in the interlanguage of a specific community of 
learners and which the factors and reasons for its occurrence are (Chapetón 
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2008:67). Studying the phenomenon of cross-linguistic influences might be 
relevant also for teachers to minimise negative attitudes towards the learners’ 
insertions of intact words from the L1 or the L2 or use of created words 
(coinages). As the results of my analysis demonstrate, in fact, learners’ reliance on 
L1 or L2 resources is often an attempt to fill a gap of knowledge, which teachers 
should permit and interpret as a positive strategy to let students accomplish their 
communicative purposes. Finally, classroom activities should be designed to 
increase learners’ self-awareness of their linguistic choices and the significance of 
such choices (Chapetón 2008:67). 
 
 
6.2 Suggestions for further research 
Undoubtedly, more research is needed to give further insight into the numerous 
aspects of the work discussed here. 
First of all, since my analysis has been conducted at a small-scale, it is worth 
clarifying that all the comments drawn so far are not conclusive and that a bigger 
dataset would be needed in order to make any reliable generalisation. It would be 
interesting, for instance, to repeat the same investigation with more homogeneous 
groups, where all the participants are trilingual language users with the same 
mother tongue and the same second and third foreign language. 
It could also be useful to explore and discuss the reasons for instances of 
transfer with the learners. Many factors already investigated in multilingual 
acquisition research, such as real and perceived language distance, recency and 
second language status could be considered in order to better understand 
participants’ choices. 
Moreover, the study of cross-linguistic influence can go beyond the syntactic 
and lexical level. Studies on transfer conducted at the pragmatic level, for 
instance, constitute promising and innovative research lines (Chapetón 2008:67). 
To conclude, it is also necessary to remark that this study has taken advantage 
of a rare opportunity to investigate real conversations in a relaxed setting in which 
learners spoke to each other. As there is no doubt that transfer can be an enormous 
influence under certain sociolinguistic conditions, in the case of the present study, 
the social context may well have encouraged cross-linguistic influences, so 
perhaps a more accurate analysis of such conditions could be pursued.   
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Appendix 
Learning portfolio 
 
CANDIDATE NAME:  Chiara Mazzaccherini 
MODULE TITLE: Pedagogy of Modern Foreign Languages I 
SEMINAR TUTOR: Caroline Lynch  
ESSAY TITLE / COURSEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Learning Portfolio 
 
The aim of this essay is to provide a self-reflective analysis regarding the 
experience of teaching Italian as a second language to second and final year 
students, as a part of the module Pedagogy of Modern Foreign Languages, carried 
out under supervision of the lecturer Caroline Lynch. In order to do that, I will 
look at the strategies promoted to develop students’ oral skills in a small group 
teaching environment, paying attention to the problems I experienced and the 
methodologies implemented to overcome them. I will also relate some particular 
activities that have been most successful and others which did not end with the 
expected results. 
 
First of all, I would like to underline that having the possibility to work both 
with second and final year students gave me the chance to have interaction with 
students of different levels of language knowledge. Considering the two groups 
separately, I can make a generalisation about their different attitudes towards the 
activities proposed: while final year students proved to be enthusiastic and 
passionate speakers, second year students turned out to be more shy and reluctant 
to talk. The cause of these two opposite general approaches cannot just be their 
divergent linguistic skills, that is to say wider or deficient grammar or a different 
lexical competence. The fact that the final year students had spent a period of 
study in Italy seemed to make the most remarkable difference. In my opinion, 
learning a language in the country where it is effectively spoken, not only 
increases students’ fluency but also makes them feel more confident, interested 
and  willing to participate in every kind of linguistic challenge they have to face. 
Due to the significant gap between the two groups I worked with, I had the 
opportunity to think about and plan the lectures creating specific activities for 
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each of them. While with the final year students could handle more difficult 
topics, such as social phenomenon like Immigration or Modern Family Changes, 
with second year students I opted for simpler topics, such as Italian and English 
Stereotypes, supporting the oral activity with other resources like video from 
YouTube, pictures and short texts from the web to encourage them to talk. 
 
Apart from the above mentioned differences from one group to another, it is 
necessary to consider individual differences too. In fact, the most difficult part of 
my teaching experience was trying to understand the individual students’ 
characteristics within each group. More specifically, trying to recognise the 
various students’ learning styles, in order to adopt the most suitable technique to 
make them talk. Bearing in mind that, as Kolb said, people who have a clear 
learning style preference tend to learn more effectively if learning is oriented 
according to their performance (Gastinel-Jones), I would have liked to have had 
the time and competence to identify students’ learning styles to give me more 
opportunity to work on their strengths. Different students attended each lecture 
and with some of them I only worked once, so it was impossible for me to expand 
on specific activities that could develop their abilities according to their preferred 
style. As a consequence, my attempt was just applying different methods 
depending on the most obvious distinctions which arose among them, that is to 
use a different teaching approach addressing extrovert or introvert students. In 
order to make introvert students more active and eager to give their opinion, I 
posed them direct questions. In the meantime, so as to contain loquacious 
students, I assigned a particular task to each, such reading a paragraph, inventing a 
sentence or giving an example to the whole group, so that every students could 
have a chance to talk. 
 
Some other problems I encountered related to the setting where lessons took 
place. The cafeteria sometimes did not help in students learning. During one 
lecture in particular, the noise impeded students from properly hearing the 
dialogue of a video we showed them. Moreover, many other distracting factors 
such as students’ friends who passed there by chance, attracted students’ attention. 
Nevertheless I have to acknowledge that the cafeteria’s informal atmosphere made 
students feel more relaxed, which also helped me in building an intimate learning 
environment. 
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Another problem I had to face was the difficulty of getting a discussion going 
with second year students. In fact, even if they were interested in the topic or 
activity proposed, on several occasions they were so shy and afraid of making 
mistakes that they rarely took the initiative to talk, just answering when directly 
addressed. In my opinion, one of the main reasons for this introverted attitude was 
the presence of too many Italian tutors, for example in week seven there were 
three Italian tutors and only three students. Probably, talking in front of three 
native speakers was intimidating for them. I tried to overcome this obstacle and 
minimise the distance between tutor and student by encouraging and promoting 
confidence: I told them that I was in the same position as theirs, being an Italian 
student of modern languages abroad, and that my task was not to judge but to help 
them. Moreover I tried to not interrupt them with corrections while they were 
speaking and took no notice of the smallest mistakes.  
 
One particular activity that did not have the results I expected consisted of 
describing some pictures about three specific Italian festivities. Even if my 
colleague and I tried to give them some suggestions, students did not know 
anything about these Italian celebrations and we ended up talking more than them 
in order to explain what the pictures were about.  
As regards the fourth year students I did not find any obstacle in keeping the 
conversation alive, but paradoxically, having a high level knowledge of the Italian 
language, it was more difficult to keep them involved and entertained, and 
consequently to invent a lesson plan that students could be interested in. In this 
respect, an activity that particularly kept my students curious and engaged was 
about some of the most famous Italian idiomatic expressions, guiding them in 
constructing dialogues in pairs in order to learn to use these expressions in the 
appropriate context. Students were particularly intrigued and stimulated by this 
activity, perhaps because it was completely different from every grammar lecture 
session I attended as an observer. They had the opportunity to learn expressions 
related to the informal, colloquial register, an aspect of  language that usually 
lecturers have to pay less attention to, in favor of providing students with 
appropriate grammatical skills. 
 
In conclusion, this experience was particularly positive for me, since the 
satisfaction of seeing my students’ improvements overcame all the difficulties I 
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had to deal with. I realised how difficult teaching is and how complex my native 
language is. For the first time in my life I had the chance to be the teacher, rather 
than the student, and this experience has broadened not only my cultural but also 
my personal background. 
 
References: 
Gastinel-Jones, M. 2014. Handouts distributed in ML1975:  Pedagogy of 
Modern Foreign Languages I  at Cardiff University. 
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Samples of lesson plans 
Time and Place: Friday 14/11/2014 (week 7) h 11.10-12.00 am, Psychology Cafe 
Level: Year 4  
Size of class: 2 students 
Session specific: Italian extra-conversation - family 
Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs) for this session: 
By the end of the session students will: 
 Be able to show their point of view as regards “family” and its changes 
 Be able to understand and comment on an Italian video clip 
 Be able to identify differences and similarities between English and Italian 
family 
Lesson Plan 
Tim
e 
Related 
ILO 
Teacher 
activity 
 
Learner 
Activity 
Resources 
11.1
-
11.2
5 
Give a 
definition 
of 
modern 
family 
compared 
to the 
traditiona
l one 
 
Introduce 
the topic 
and ask 
questions to 
let the 
students 
show their 
personal 
point of 
view 
(Che idea 
avete del 
concetto di 
“famiglia”? 
Che 
importanza 
ricopre 
nella 
società 
moderna? 
Cosa è 
cambiato 
negli ultimi 
40 anni?) 
Students 
answer 
teachers’ 
questions 
talking to 
the whole 
group 
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11.2
-
11.4
5 
Understa
nd the 
whole 
content 
of a video 
clip and 
discuss 
about it 
 
 
Guide 
students in 
understandi
ng the 
video clip 
(explaining 
and 
difficult 
expressions 
and words 
they do not 
understand) 
 
Students 
watch the 
video and 
take 
notes of 
what they 
do not 
understan
d. At the 
end of 
the video 
everyone 
makes a 
comment 
talking to 
the whole 
group 
Italian video clip about Italian 
family lifestyle (parents and 
children describe their habits and 
their daily routine), 3.22 minutes 
long; 
available at:  
http://italianoperstranieri.loescher.it/
video-una-famiglia-numerosa.n446  
 
11.4
-
12.0
0 
Make a 
comparis
on 
between 
English 
and 
Italian 
family 
 
Teachers 
talk about 
their 
personal 
idea of 
family, 
encouragin
g the 
students to 
make 
comparison 
Students 
display 
their 
personal 
opinions 
discussin
g with 
the whole 
group 
and 
interactin
g with 
teachers 
 
 
Time and Place: Friday 21/11/2014 (week 8) h 11.10-12,00 am, Psychology Cafè 
Level: year 4 
Size of class: 3 students 
Session specific: Italian extra-conversation - idiomatic expressions 
Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs) for this session: 
By the end of the session students will: 
 Be able to understand and use some Italian idiomatic expressions properly 
 Be able to construct sentences by using them in a proper context 
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Lesson Plan 
 
Time Related ILO Teacher activity 
 
Learner Activity Resources 
11.10-
11.40 
 
Learn new 
Italian 
idiomatic 
expressions 
such as:  
Fare orecchie 
da mercante, 
Trovare il pelo 
nell’uovo, 
Gettare la 
spugna… 
 
Explain in Italian the 
meaning of such 
expressions, guide 
students in giving 
their examples 
 
Each student gives an 
example related to 
every idiomatic 
expression 
 
 
11.40-
12.00 
 
Construct a 
dialogue for 
each 
expression, 
using them in a 
proper context 
 
 
 
 
Suggest proper 
settings and 
hypothetical 
situations of use 
 
Students work in pairs 
to create a dialogue 
 
 
Time and Place: Friday 5/12/2014 (week 10) h 11.10-12.00 am, Psychology Cafè 
Level: year 4 
Size of class: 5 students 
Session specific: Italian extra-conversation – Film Radiofreccia, libri in 
programma 
Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs) for this session: 
By the end of the session students will: 
 Be able to summarize and comment the main scenes of the film 
Radiofreccia 
 Be able to critically evaluate the books they had to read for the final oral 
exam 
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Lesson Plan 
Time Related ILO Teacher activity 
 
Learner Activity Resources 
11.10-
11.40 
 
Summarize 
the content of 
the film, 
describing 
characters 
and particular 
scenes 
 
 
 
Divide students 
in small groups 
in order to make 
sure everyone 
talks (4 teachers, 
each group has a 
teacher to work 
with) 
 
Share their 
personal 
evaluation with the 
teacher and 
partners 
 
Film 
Radiofreccia  
directed by 
Luciano 
Ligabue 
11.40-
12.00 
 
Give 
opinions 
about the 
books they 
read 
 
 
 
 
Teachers do not 
know the books 
and ask specific 
questions about 
plot, genre and 
characters 
 
Students keep on 
working in groups, 
giving a detailed 
description 
addressing to the 
teacher 
 
Books: “Jack 
Frusciante è 
uscito dal 
gruppo” by 
Enrico Brizzi, 
“La neve se ne 
frega” by 
Luciano 
Ligabue, “Non 
sai niente di 
me” by Paola 
Mastrocola 
 
Time and Place: Monday 24/11/2014 (week 9) h 4.10-5.00 pm, John Percival 
Cafè 
Level: year 2 
Size of class: 3 students 
Session specific: Italian extra-conversation – Italian festivities 
Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs) for this session: 
By the end of the session students will: 
 Learn new specific words related to Italian festivities that do not belong to 
English tradition 
 Be able to understand the main content of Italian texts 
 Be able to compare English and Italian festivities 
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Lesson Plan 
Time Related ILO Teacher activity 
 
Learner Activity Resources 
4.10- 
4.30 
 
Talk about 
Italian 
festivities 
looking at 
related 
pictures 
 
 
 
Help students to 
describe what 
they see, using 
proper 
vocabulary 
 
Each student talks 
to the whole group, 
making 
observations 
 
Pictures from 
the web: 
Epifania (la 
befana), 
carnevale, 
Ferragosto  
4.30- 
4.45 
 
Read and 
understand 
the  texts 
 
 
 
 
Explain the 
meaning of words 
they don’t know 
 
Students read a 
text each to the 
whole group, 
making comments 
at the end of it 
 
Three short 
texts which 
provide 
definitions of 
Epifania, 
carnevale and 
Ferragosto 
taken from 
Wikipedia 
 
4.45- 
5.00 
 
Make a 
comparison 
between 
English and 
Italian 
festivities, 
explaining 
the 
differences 
 
 
 
 
 
Ask students how 
they usually 
spend their 
Christmas 
holidays, 
encouraging them 
in look for main 
differences 
(ponte-bank 
holiday, 
carnevale-fancy 
dressing…) 
 
Students talk to the 
whole group 
 
 
Time and Place: Monday 01/11/2014 (week 10) h 4.00-5.00pm, John Percival 
Cafè 
Level: Year 2 
Size of class: 5 students 
Session specific: Italian extra-conversation - Images description and game of 
“Nomi / cose / animali” 
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Intended Learning Outcomes (ILOs) for this session: 
By the end of the session students will: 
 Be able to describe some images 
 Be able to play the game “Nomi/cose/animali” 
 
Lesson Plan 
 
Time Related 
ILO 
Teacher activity 
 
Learner Activity Resources 
4.10-4.30 Description 
of some 
images 
Guide students in 
describing some 
images taken from 
the web, using 
expressions like “a 
destra c’è”, “a 
sinistra c’è”. 
 
Answer teachers’ 
questions and talk 
to the whole group 
 
4.30-5.00 Game of 
“Nomi / 
cose / 
animali” 
Play with the 
students, choosing 
a random letter and 
writing a word for 
each category 
 
Play with the 
teachers, choosing 
a random letter and 
writing a word for 
each category 
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